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ABSTRACT 
 
 In the current economic environment, state appropriations to higher education are 
continually decreasing. These cuts in state aid have resulted in universities undergoing 
significant financial cuts (Mitchell, Leachman, & Masterson, 2017). Intercollegiate athletics 
departments have not been immune (Glasgow, 2017; Humboldt State, 2018; Rackers, 2016). In 
particular, National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division II athletics departments 
have taken the hit, as these departments rely heavily on state funds. This structure requires 
Division II athletics programs to depend on private, charitable contributions, which are brought 
in through organized fundraising activities. 
 This study used the previous athletics fundraising literature and stakeholder theory 
(Freeman, 1984) to guide 14 semi-structured interviews with Division II athletics fundraisers, 
spread throughout the country, representing a wide range of universities with varying enrollment 
sizes, athletics success, and sport composition. I spoke with fundraisers who were employed by 
both the athletics department and university’s foundation office. 
 The purpose of this exploratory study was to identify the challenges these development 
officers faced and the strategies they used to overcome those obstacles. This study also aimed to 
identify the role that stakeholders played in athletics fundraising and how stakeholder claims of 
power, urgency, and legitimacy guided the fundraising process (Mitchell, Agle, & Wood, 1997). 
 Data obtained from the interviews showed that institutional factors such as the culture of 
giving at the university, an institutional name change, and a lack of institutional support for 
athletics fundraising to be the biggest challenge. Additionally, a lack of staffing and budgets, 
coupled with additional job responsibilities that come about from working at a Division II 
program, were identified as another significant challenge. Meanwhile, the most relevant 
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strategies that emerged from this study were the way fundraisers could utilize stakeholders in 
their job. The findings showed that coaches were stakeholders with legitimacy and that coaches 
can be a valuable asset for fundraisers in identifying, soliciting, and stewarding donors. 
Developing a strategic fundraising plan and communicating and collaborating with the 
university’s foundation office were also shown to be heavily utilized strategies. 
 All told, most of the challenges centered on elements that were results of fundraising at a 
smaller, Division II school (i.e., small donor base, de-prioritization of athletics, and lack of 
investment in fundraising) and challenges that were by and large uncontrollable for the 
fundraiser, such as winning. The strategies utilized to combat those challenges focused on the 
role stakeholders play in the fundraising process and how athletics development professionals 
can capitalize on the claims of power, urgency, and legitimacy in order to maximize 
philanthropic support for their department. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
In trying economic times, state appropriations to higher education have decreased. 
Academic programs, faculty positions, student scholarships, and athletics departments have all 
undergone significant financial cuts (Mitchell, Leachman, & Masterson, 2017). National 
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division II athletics departments are not self-
supporting. In fact, one of the primary revenue sources for these departments includes support 
from state governments through designated funds for intercollegiate athletics (DeSchriver, 2009). 
Another essential revenue stream for NCAA Division II athletics programs is private, charitable 
contributions, which are brought in through an organized fundraising strategy (Fulks, 2014). 
Due to their reliance on shrinking state funds, financial perils facing these schools are 
prevalent. Often times, small, across-the-board cuts are not sufficient and sport reductions must 
occur (DeSchriver, 2009). This reduction of state support has recently impacted NCAA Division 
II institutions. For example, following the conclusion of the 2017 football season, Humboldt 
State University (CA) was forced to privately raise $500,000 to continue operation of its football 
program as the university faced a spending reduction of $9 million over the next budget cycle. 
The athletics department failed to reach that amount, and a month prior to the 2018 season, the 
university announced it would discontinue the program altogether at the conclusion of the year 
(Humboldt State, 2018). Saint Joseph’s College (IN) had to shut down its entire athletics 
department, eliminating 16 sport programs, when the institution was forced to close its doors due 
to financial struggles (Glasgow, 2017). Additionally, in May 2016, Lincoln University (MO), 
another Division II institution, announced that the school was discontinuing its baseball and 
women’s tennis programs based on budgetary issues. The institution’s president cited a need for 
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more athletics dollars (Rackers, 2016). As more NCAA Division II athletics departments are 
forced to eliminate sport programs due to budget constraints, the importance of fundraising has 
never been more apparent. Philanthropic gifts are a key to generating additional revenue dollars 
that can alleviate the financial strains associated with increased scholarship costs, coaching 
salaries, and operating budgets (Batt, 2006; Plinske, 1999).  
While intercollegiate athletics and the NCAA have been around for more than a century, 
the NCAA was restructured in 1973 at a special convention, which divided the membership into 
three Divisions; I, II, and III. To maintain membership in Division I, institutions must sponsor at 
least seven sports for men and seven sports for women (six for men and eight for women is also 
permissible). Each playing season (fall, winter, and spring) must also have a team from each 
gender represented (“Divisional Differences,” 2013). To provide context, schools that sponsor 
football are considered to be members of either the Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) or Football 
Championship Subdivision (FCS). FBS, which was formerly known as Division I-A, is 
comprised typically of large land grant institutions and flagship universities and garner a 
majority of the national media attention (Dosh, 2013). FCS, which was formerly known as 
Division I-AA, is comprised of regional and state universities, with lower enrollment figures 
than FBS schools. FBS programs must meet an attendance requirement of an average of 15,000 
people in actual or paid attendance per home football game, which is calculated over a 
continuous two-year cycle. The FCS level has no attendance requirement. Additionally, Division 
I schools must meet minimum amounts of financial aid award dollars. There is also a cap on 
financial aid awards for each sport (“Divisional Differences,” 2013). 
To be classified in Division II, institutions must sponsor at least five sports for men and 
five sports for women (four for men and six for women is also allowable). Each playing season 
	 3 
must also have a team from each gender represented. There are no attendance requirements for 
football in order to maintain affiliation with Division II. Like Division I, there are caps on 
financial aid awards for each sport, although those amounts differ (“Divisional Differences,” 
2013). Finally, Division III institutions must sponsor at least five sports for men and five sports 
for women, with each playing season having a team of each gender represented. Intercollegiate 
athletics at the Division III level does not award any form of athletics financial aid (“Divisional 
Differences,” 2013). 
Like Division I, Division II offers student-athletes financial aid packages. However, the 
amount of scholarships Division II schools can provide are far fewer than Division I. For 
example, under current NCAA regulations, Division I programs in the FBS level can provide up 
to 85 scholarships in the sport of football. Meanwhile, programs in the FCS tier can only offer 63 
scholarships (Wood, n.d.). Division II football programs have a cap of 36 scholarships 
(“Division II partial-scholarship model,” 2016). Division II also has a unique partial athletics 
scholarship model that allows a further range of student-athletes to receive athletics-related 
financial aid. In essence, Division II’s partial scholarship model provides athletics departments 
the opportunity to divide a scholarship that counts towards a program’s limit amongst multiple 
student-athletes. For example, a student-athlete could receive a $5,000 scholarship in football, 
which when counted towards the institution’s tuition amounts to a 0.33 scholarship equivalency, 
meaning that multiple student-athletes could be funded through one scholarship (“Division II 
partial-scholarship model,” 2016). 
Unlike Division I, Division II athletics departments’ budgets are exponentially smaller. 
However, different from the Division III level, whose budgets these institutions most likely 
mirror, Division II programs still provide athletics scholarships, thus positioning these schools as 
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a hybrid of Division I and III in terms of funding philosophy (Fulks, 2014, 2015, 2017). More 
than 88 percent of schools in Division II have an enrollment of less than 7,500 students (“About 
– NCAA Division II,” 2018).  
Primarily, the literature to date on intercollegiate athletics fundraising has focused on the 
following themes surrounding the challenges and strategies in athletics fundraising: 1) effects of 
winning teams and its impact on an institution’s ability to fundraise (Budig, 1976; Litan, Orzag, 
& Orzag, 2005; Siegelman & Carter, 1979; Stinson & Howard, 2007, 2008; Walker, 2015); 2) 
donor behaviors and motivations (Baade & Sundberg, 1996; Billing, Holt, & Smith, 1985; 
Bronzan, 1977; Eilefson, 1977; Popp, Barrett, & Weight, 2016; Shapiro, 2010; Shapiro, 
Giannoulakis, Drayer, & Wang, 2010); and 3) the role of gender on donor generosity (Shapiro & 
Ridinger, 2011; Staurowsky, 1996, 2002; Tsiotsou, 2006). Most studies have focused on the 
issues and trends regarding fundraising at the NCAA Division I level and have not specifically 
examined fundraising at the Division II level. 
One of the key reasons for this gap is due to the fact that most of the scholarly literature 
on athletics fundraising has focused on Division I athletics departments due to the financial 
implications and size of the programs. According to NCAA data, the median yearly expenses for 
a Division II athletics department that sponsors football are $6.5 million (Fulks, 2014). 
Meanwhile, Division I schools at the FCS level have budgets of approximately $17 million, 
while Division I FBS athletics departments have budgets averaging $72 million (Fulks, 2017). 
The key differentiation between these budgets is that Division I programs are primarily funded 
through conference money allocations (often driven by television dollars), donor resources, and 
revenue generated through sponsorships and ticket sales when compared to Division II 
(Kerkhoff, 2012). The NCAA stated that, “Division II athletics programs are financed in the 
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institution’s budget like other academic departments on campus” (“Divisional Differences,” 
2013, para. 2).  
Given the aforementioned gap in the literature, the purpose of this exploratory study is to 
identify the major challenges that individuals who fundraise for NCAA Division II athletics 
departments face as well as the strategies that are being used to overcome those challenges. As 
explained, the scope and interest for this study stemmed from a lack of research on athletics 
fundraising at the NCAA Division II level in comparison to other NCAA divisions (Nichols, 
2006). 
Significance of the Study 
A Division II athletics department’s ability to engage in successful fundraising is 
essential for its sustained growth and operation, and as such, this study is significant because it 
provides managerial insights into the challenges that athletics fundraisers face at the Division II 
level related to personnel shortages, the working relationship between an athletics department 
and university advancement office, and the competition for donor dollars. Managerial insights 
related to strategies are also provided relating to the importance of leveraging key athletic 
department stakeholders (most notably coaches and donors), sharing student-athlete stories, and 
connecting stakeholders, particularly those in situations of power such as donors, with the 
student-athlete, whom their contributions are supporting. Other managerial implications of 
successful fundraising efforts include a strong collaboration between an athletics department and 
the university’s central advancement office and leveraging the value of a donation to Division II 
athletics and how those dollars can be stretched further, compared to larger Division I athletics 
programs.  
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On the whole, given the increase in the number of athletics departments that are engaging 
in sport reductions (Squier, 2018; Tester, 2017), it is important for athletics directors and other 
administrators to engage in fundraising activities to sustain viable sport programs. As part of the 
fundraising process, athletics departments must recognize the needs and wants of their various 
stakeholders. As outlined by Mitchell, Agle, and Wood (1997), there are three key claims that a 
stakeholder can possess: power, urgency, and legitimacy. Stakeholders from an athletics 
fundraising standpoint can come in many forms. It was predicted that donors possessed power by 
the nature of their position of providing resources. Coaches had urgency to see projects 
completed in a quick fashion so that they can maximize their program. Administrators and 
fundraisers had legitimacy, as they were knowledgeable about the fundraising process and had 
insight about the athletics department’s activities.  
To capitalize on the role of power, urgency, and legitimacy, this study is grounded in 
Freeman’s (1984) stakeholder theory, which focused on the way managers balance the interests 
from various groups of constituents (stakeholders). In addition to providing implications for 
practice in terms of fundraising strategies and techniques, the findings from this study provide 
guidance for managers (i.e., athletics directors and fundraisers) on how to create value and 
influence their stakeholders (Freeman, 1984). Additionally, this study will help scholars develop 
a further understanding of Division II athletics fundraising from a theoretical viewpoint. The 
process of athletics fundraising revolves around stakeholder management – interacting with 
stakeholders who have claims of power, urgency, and legitimacy.  
Athletics fundraising and the way professionals manage stakeholders at the Division II 
level are unique because of the size of the institutions and athletics departments as well as the 
drastically smaller budgets, compared to their Division I peers. Stakeholders of all kinds can 
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influence or be influenced by an organization and its hierarchy. As such, from a theoretical 
perspective, this exploratory study examines how athletics fundraisers apply lessons from 
stakeholder theory to better counteract the challenges and strategies they face in the Division II 
athletics environment. This study demonstrates how stakeholder theory applies to athletics 
fundraising at the Division II level. Additionally, the theoretical implications show how the 
stakeholder claims of power, urgency, and legitimacy, as conceptualized by Mitchell and 
colleagues (1997) guide the athletics fundraising process. 
Research Questions 
This study is guided by the following questions, which are motivated by the literature on 
athletic fundraising and stakeholder theory:  
Research Question 1: What are the main challenges development officers and other 
athletics fundraisers face in the process of athletics fundraising at NCAA Division II institutions? 
Research Question 2: What strategies are employed by development officers and athletics 
fundraisers to address the challenges they face in raising funds for DII athletics departments? 
Research Question 3: How do power, urgency, and legitimacy of stakeholders guide and 
shape athletics fundraising efforts at DII institutions? 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
This chapter will provide a review of the relevant and related literature in the field of 
athletics fundraising. For the sake of organization, this chapter will be divided into three 
sections. The first section will discuss the theoretical framework that will guide this study. The 
second section will explore the history of athletics fundraising. The third section will examine 
athletics fundraising literature regarding the challenges that development officers encounter and 
strategies they’ve incorporated. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
While widely used in strategic management, Freeman’s (1984) stakeholder theory aptly 
applies to NCAA Division II athletics fundraising. Stakeholder theory recognizes that businesses 
and non-profits alike have several agendas and stakeholder needs that they must serve. Freeman 
argued that organizations must create as much value as possible for these stakeholders because 
stakeholders can influence strategic direction and also be influenced by the organization. 
Mitchell et al. (1997) described the concept as “…the degree to which managers give priority to 
competing stakeholder claims” (p. 854). 
There is a history of scholars applying stakeholder theory to the sport management field 
(Welty Peachey & Bruening, 2011). Scholarship has been conducted in the realm of 
intercollegiate athletics using stakeholder theory as a guide (Covell, 2004, 2005; Steadland, 
2015; Welty Peachey & Bruening, 2011; Wolfe & Putler, 2002). Stakeholder theory has also 
been applied to the not-for-profit sector (Balser & McClusky, 2005; Benjamin, 2008; Cooper, 
2014; Speckbacher, 2008). There has not been an extensive overlap of the two sectors, however, 
save for Covell (2004, 2005), His studies brought stakeholder theory into a relatively new arena 
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in athletics fundraising. Covell (2005) justified the use of stakeholder theory by stating, “The 
application of the tenets of stakeholder theory is particularly useful in understanding the role and 
importance of intercollegiate athletics in American higher education” (p. 168). Athletics 
departments are multi-level organization comprised of several stakeholders with influence, both 
internally and externally.  
This section will discuss the difference between stakeholders and stakes. As the literature 
notes, it is important two distinguish between the two. The various types of stakeholders that can 
be found within a firm will also be discussed. Mitchell et al. (1997) defined a stakeholder as an 
entity such as a person, group, community, institution, and even the environment who are 
influenced by the firm. Freeman considered a stakeholder to be “Any group or individual who 
can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives” (1984, p. 25). In 
athletics fundraising, these stakeholders can include coaches, administrators, alumni, donors, the 
local community, and other university and foundation personnel. A stake is the stakeholder’s 
vested interest in the firm. It is something that can be either unidirectional or bidirectional. A 
stake, “Can affect or is affected by – and there is no implication or necessity of reciprocal 
impact, as definitions involving relations, transactions, or contracts require” (Mitchell et al., 
1997, p. 856). Ultimately, a stake is something that can be lost. It is the stakeholder’s vested 
interest in the firm.  
Stakeholders have a direct impact on an organization’s success or failure, as is the case 
with athletics fundraising. In a Division II athletics fundraising environment, stakeholders can 
influence success or failure by more than simply providing or withholding donations. For 
instance, a coach or administrator who mismanages donor relations could deter a donor from 
providing funds. As this study demonstrates, internal stakeholders have a great impact on the 
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success or failure of an athletics department’s fundraising initiatives. According to Mitchell et al. 
(1997), stakeholders can be classified with regards to how much power, legitimacy, and urgency 
they have. Following are definitions and examples of each stakeholder claim in the area of 
athletics fundraising. 
Power. Through definitions of power in history (Dahl, 1957; Weber, 1947), Salancik and 
Pfeffer (1974) concluded that power was not difficult to recognize. They argued that power is the 
ability to affect and bring change to a desired outcome. Power is one of the most prevalent 
concepts in athletics fundraising as it pertains to stakeholders. In a transaction-based program 
(one party giving another a sum of cash or cash-equivalents), this claim comes into play 
frequently. For example, a donor who provides his or her resources ultimately has the final 
discretion at where those dollars may go. Donors can also have power or influence over one 
another. This can occur in the form of social power or financial power, as it pertains to 
supporting different projects and campaigns (Schervish, 2005; Waters, 2009). 
Legitimacy. Mitchell et al.’s (1997) definition of legitimacy separates it from power 
through the distinction of authority: 
An entity may have legitimate standing in society, or it may have a legitimate claim on 
the firm, but unless it has either power to enforce its will in the relationship or a 
perception that its claim is urgent, it will not achieve salience for the firm’s managers.  
(p. 866).  
Definitions of legitimacy focused on an individual or organization’s recognition in a social 
system. Legitimacy is a social currency (Suchman, 1995; Wood, 1991). Claims of legitimacy can 
often occur in the athletics fundraising sector when a donor contributes to both athletic and 
academic endeavors. The university foundation, which is aiming to secure academic donations in 
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this scenario, serves as the organization with the legitimate claim. In this instance, it could have a 
legitimate claim over the athletics development officer because academics could hold a higher, 
more legitimate position in the university setting. Significant literature to date has analyzed 
legitimacy by focusing the research on crowd funding efforts and online solicitations (Jung, 
Susarla, & Sambamurthy, 2014; Tanaka & Voida, 2016) 
Urgency. Power and legitimacy are viewed as independent variables in the stakeholder-
manager relationship. Mitchell et al.’s (1997) key contribution to the stakeholder theory literature 
focused on their proposed claim of urgency. This shifted the model from a static notion to a 
dynamic one. A claim had urgency when it meets two conditions, “(1) when a relationship or 
claim is time-sensitive in nature, and (2) when the relationship or claim is important or critical to 
the stakeholder” (Mitchell et al., 1997, p. 867). The most common example of this in a practical 
setting is when administrators (i.e., university presidents and athletics directors), coaches, and 
donors have a desire to see projects or initiatives fundraised and completed in a swift manner. 
Efforts in the not-for-profit have focused on urgency as well. Weberling (2012) noted that the 
Susan G. Koman Advocacy Alliance, a group focused on raising funds for breast cancer, placed 
an emphasis on urgency in their messaging to stakeholders. 
Jones (1995) claimed organizations that foster an assumption of trust and cooperation in 
their relationships with their respective stakeholders would have a competitive advantage over 
firms that do not apply such principles. Applying the concepts of trust and cooperation to 
stakeholder theory can create a competitive advantage for the organization. Through a 
comprehensive analysis, Hosmer (1995) assigned the following definition to trust, “Trust is the 
result of ‘right,’ ‘just,’ and ‘fair’ behavior – that is, morally correct decisions and actions based 
upon the ethical principles of analysis – that recognizes and protects the rights and interests of 
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others within society” (p. 399). Jones and Wicks (1999) asserted that trust allows people to feel 
more secure and accepted, while distrust can lead to low self-esteem and insecurity. In order to 
successfully cooperate with their stakeholders, firms must demonstrate mutual trust with their 
internal and external stakeholder constituents.  
As it relates to the literature, prior studies have examined athletics fundraising through a 
lens of stakeholder theory. In reference to former Harvard president Derek Bok’s constituency-
oriented model, Covell (2004) outlined this as, “A stakeholder-oriented system, where schools 
use athletics to foster a sense of community with students, alumni, and the general public,” (p. 
15). Covell (2005) applied stakeholder theory to assess the impact that winning intercollegiate 
athletics teams had on athletics department donations at Ivy League schools. Covell’s study 
concluded that an individual’s decision to donate to an athletics department was not affected by 
on-field results. Furthermore, participants in the study did not expect their donations to lead to 
more on-field victories. From a theoretical perspective, the main contribution was in determining 
that this stakeholder group of donors was not deterred by negative on-field events. As it 
pertained to managerial implications, these findings provided insight as to what stakeholder 
groups managers need to carefully consider during their strategic fundraising efforts.  
These concepts are highly applicable in the field of not-for-profit fundraising. This 
includes the area of athletics development, which competes in an environment where dollars are 
scarce and interests in those dollars are high. A development officer’s ability to identify the 
various stakeholder claims that various entities possess can have a direct impact on one’s ability 
to secure charitable contributions.  
While less work has been conducted with stakeholder theory in athletics fundraising 
compared to the greater non-profit world, the theory is justified to utilize in this space because of 
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the extensive research regarding philanthropy and stakeholder theory. This study aims to provide 
ways that managers can better handle their stakeholders and constituents as well as discover 
which types of stakeholders (both internal and external and those with power, urgency, and 
legitimacy) have the greatest claim. As the previous section noted, stakeholder theory and 
elements of power, urgency, and legitimacy have been used to investigate fundraising and 
philanthropic activities (Balser & McClusky, 2005; Covell, 2005; Tanaka & Voida, 2016; 
Weberling, 2012). As scholarship transitions towards the future, it is important to recognize the 
historical context of fundraising needs. 
History of Athletics Fundraising 
The first organized athletics fundraising initiative was developed at Clemson University 
in the 1930s. After an unsuccessful football season in 1931, Rupert Fike, a physician and 
Clemson graduate, established I Pay Ten A Year (IPTAY), an organization that had a purpose to 
provide financial assistance to the Clemson football program. A lower, $10 membership 
donation requirement was chosen to involve the maximum number of supporters (Blackman, 
2000). IPTAY laid the groundwork for athletics booster clubs in a collegiate setting and now the 
organization provides student-athlete scholarships, academic support, and facility enhancements 
for all of Clemson athletics (“About – IPTAY,” 2015). 
As institutions increased their athletics spending expenditures at a rapid rate, particularly 
at the NCAA Division I level, the Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics was tasked 
with proposing a number of reforms in the early 2000s: 
A frantic, money-oriented modus operandi that defies responsibility dominates the 
structure of big-time football and basketball. The vast majority of these schools don’t 
profit from their athletics programs: At over half the schools competing at the NCAA’s 
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Division I-A level in 1999, expenses exceeded revenues by an average of $3.3 million, an 
increase of 18 percent of the previous two years…Nevertheless, competitive balance is 
crumbling as the gap between the haves and have-nots widens. While a relative few 
programs flourish, many others have chose to discontinue sports other than football or 
basketball to make ends meet. Even some of the “haves” react to intense financial 
pressure to control costs by dropping so-called minor sports. (Knight Foundation 
Commission, 2001, p. 17) 
As athletics departments tried to outspend each other, the need to engage in fundraising activities 
continued to rise. An emphasis was placed on transactional-based giving, where in exchange for 
a donation, a donor was given access to better seating or parking at athletics contests or access to 
pre-game events (Teague, 2000). This has driven a substantial amount of fundraising dollars 
toward athletics departments, particularly those in Division I. 
Another significant moment for the athletics fundraising industry came at the end of 2017 
when a Republican tax bill ended the tax deduction component of donations to athletics 
departments as they pertained to season tickets. Prior to January 1, 2018, individuals providing a 
contribution required to purchase athletics season tickets were able to treat 80 percent of that 
amount as tax deductible. Now, any donation linked to a tangible, value-based item such as 
season tickets is no longer tax deductible. This legislation caused concern amongst athletic 
administrators and development officers, as a large percentage of athletic donations, particularly 
at the Division I level, fall in this category (Smith, 2017). Because transactional-based giving is 
not utilized as frequently in Division II, this legislative change does not impact Division II in the 
same manner as Division I. 
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Factors Impacting Athletics Fundraising Challenges & Strategies 
Scholars have examined the issues and challenges central to athletics fundraising for the 
better part of the last 50 years. Research has shown that a number of factors contributed to the 
challenges that athletics fundraisers faced and the strategies they incorporated. These factors 
included: winning, donor benefits, and the impact of the donor’s gender (Batt, 2006; Plinske, 
1999). Multiple studies have shown the effect of donor prioritization in developing fundraising 
strategies (Boenigk & Scherhag, 2013; Scherhag & Boenigk, 2013). Other strategies noted 
throughout the literature included the need for fundraisers to learn more about effective ways to 
cultivate female donors in the sport context (Staurowsky, 2002) and the importance of strategic 
planning and sharing that vision with stakeholders (Walker, 2015; Wanless, Pierce, Martinez, 
Lawrence-Benedict, & Kopka, 2017). 
Effect that winning athletic teams have on an athletic department’s ability to 
fundraise. One of the most relevant challenges in athletics fundraising initiatives included the 
impact of winning teams, particularly in the sports of football and men’s basketball. Numerous 
studies have been conducted over the years in this area, but they have produced conflicting 
results (Budig, 1976; Litan et al., 2005; Siegelman & Carter, 1979; Stinson & Howard, 2007, 
2008; Walker, 2015).  
For instance, Budig (1976) conducted the first exploratory study on the topic, examining 
athletics donations at 79 schools. He sought to determine whether a correlation could be found 
between an institution’s football and men’s basketball records and alumni giving. No statistical 
correlations were found in his study. Future studies by Sigelman and Carter (1979) and Litan et 
al. (2005) found corroborating results, in that there was no correlation between athletic success in 
football and men’s basketball performance records and a change in alumni giving. 
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Other studies, though, particularly those done by Stinson and Howard (2004, 2007, 2008) 
have shown that there is a positive correlation between success in intercollegiate athletics and 
increases in department charitable contributions and also towards the institution as a whole. 
Their research showed that on-field success in a school’s most prominent sport is linked to 
changes in athletics and academic giving. In fact, the increase in institutional giving, compared 
to athletics can be affected even more by on-field athletics department success. “Combined with 
the analysis of average athletic gifts, it seems that for I-AA institutions, academics programs 
benefit substantially more from athletics program success than do the athletic programs 
themselves” (Stinson & Howard, 2008, p. 12). If that was the case for an athletics department, 
winning could serve as a viable strategy for athletics fundraisers. 
Martinez, Stinson, Kang, and Jubenville (2010) examined past work done on athletics 
fundraising analyses through a meta-analysis on studies published between 1976 and 2008. Their 
work examined the early studies done by Budig (1976) and Sigelman and Carter (1979) as well 
as more recent works by Stinson and Howard (2007, 2008), among others. Martinez et al.’s 
analysis revealed a number of key findings across studies including: (1) athletics team 
performance had a small, but still significant impact on institutional fundraising; (2) the 
consideration of athletics success was highest when total institutional giving is considered; (3) 
alumni were more influenced by athletics success than non-alumni when donating; and (4) with 
having similar effect sizes between public and private institutions, athletics success could be an 
influencing factor for charitable giving. 
More recently, though, Walker (2015) examined athletics department donations the year 
following an institution’s participation in the NCAA Division I Men’s Basketball Final Four and 
major college football bowl games over a 10-year period (2002-2011). Walker compared 
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contributions to those schools with significant athletics success to those that did not experience 
athletics success, concluding that there were increases in overall private support at more 
successful institutions. However, the study also determined that increases were more prevalent at 
private institutions as compared to public schools.  
Scholars who focused on the NCAA Division II level such as Daughtrey and Stotlar 
(2000) determined that there was a positive correlation on performance in NCAA sponsored 
football championships with increased donations and number of donors for the athletic 
department. At the Division II level, winning also had an impact on increased attendance at 
sporting events, which led to an increase in overall affinity for an athletic department and 
institution (DeSchriver, 1999).  This suggests winning might have a stronger connection to 
athletics fundraising in Division II.  
However, as noted by Plinske (2000), winning was an uncontrollable barrier for the 
development officer. While the literature showed winning certainly can play a role in the success 
of a fundraising program, it was not the only factor that influenced the fundraising process. 
Plinske noted that development officers had to also focus on articulating a vision inside the 
institution and outside to external stakeholders in order to optimize their athletic fundraising 
program (2000). Ultimately, as the literature showed, winning can be either a challenge or a 
strategy for a fundraiser dependent upon their athletics programs’ success and their donors’ 
behaviors and motivations. 
Donor behavior and motivation. Another key element that impacted intercollegiate 
athletics fundraising challenges and strategies were donor behaviors and motivations (Ko, Rhee, 
Walker, & Lee, 2014; Staurowsky, Parkhouse, & Sachs, 1996; Tsiotsou, 2007). In order for 
industry professionals to secure financial charitable contributions, they must develop an 
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understanding of the constituency groups with whom they work. This applied particularly to the 
concept of stakeholder theory because development officers must cultivate trust and build a 
knowledge base with their stakeholders to maximize financial contributions to an athletics 
department. 
The literature showed that there were several factors that influenced a donor’s behavior. 
They included, but were not limited to: (1) whether the individual was a student-athlete at the 
institution (Shapiro et al., 2010); (2) whether or not that person was an alumnus (Baade & 
Sundberg, 1996); (3) age at which an individual’s association with the school began (Popp et al., 
2016); and (4) quality of customer service received by the donor (Shapiro, 2010). While 
fundraising units at the Division I level can have multiple individuals dedicated toward 
stewardship and donor relations, institutions operating at the Division II and III levels are not 
afforded such luxuries and must find ways to serve their constituents with limited staff. This 
could serve as a significant obstacle when it comes to development officers overcoming the 
challenges they face when fundraising at these levels due to their additional job responsibilities 
and limited staff sizes.  
Studies have investigated the transactional-based element of athletic philanthropy 
(Bronzan, 1977; Ford, 1978). In today’s climate this pertains to individuals who donate in order 
to receive access to special events and season tickets. Meanwhile, early research also examined 
the altruistic-based rationale for donating (Bronzan, 1977; Eilefson, 1977). Staurowsky et al. 
(1996) developed a model that examined donor behavior and motivations, titled ACQUIRE – II, 
based off of Billing’s et al (1985) Athletic Contributions Questionnaire. Staurowsky and 
colleagues investigated athletic booster clubs at four institutions, two at the Division I level and 
two at the Division III level. While Division II was not examined, valuable information was 
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obtained by identifying primary donor motivational factors. Staurowsky and colleagues’ 
discovery identified the following representative donor motivations: curiosity, philanthropic, 
power, social, and success (1996). These provided notable strategies for practitioners when it 
came to understanding the ways donors were motivated. 
As Popp et al. (2016) advanced, those working in athletics fundraising must determine 
whether the primary cause of individual donor behavior and motivation is altruistic or 
transactional. Studies have shown that benefits such as access to events and priority seating at 
sporting events were results from transactional-based giving, which accounted for the largest 
motivation amongst donors (Mahony, Gladden, & Funk, 2003; Wells, Southall, Stotlar, & 
Mundfrom, 2005). Individuals who gave for altruistic reasons were driven by behavior and 
motivations to enhance the athletics department and overall student-athlete experience (Gladden, 
Mahony, & Apostolpoulou, 2005). At the Division III level, Plinske (2000) suggested taking a 
“friend-raising” approach to fund-raising. The University of Wisconsin-La Crosse utilized a fall 
campaign, health and fitness expo, Final Four basketball party, golf outing, student-athlete 
fundraising activities, phon-a-thons, and a parent’s night out in order to engage with their 
external constituents through a transactional-based approach (Plinske, 2000). These are viable 
“friend-raising” strategies that can be incorporated at the Division II level. 
Most fundraising and donor studies focused on identifying trends from the perspective of 
the donor (Mahony et al., 2003; Popp et al., 2016; Shapiro, 2010; Shapiro et al., 2010; 
Staurowsky, et al., 1996; Tsiotsou, 2007). However, there were some studies that focused on 
research from the vantage point of the development officer (Plinske, 2000; Wanless et al., 2017; 
Wells et al., 2005). For example, Wanless et al. (2017) sought to identify the top practices in the 
field of athletics development in the area of donor relations at NCAA Division I FBS institutions, 
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where transactional-based giving had the highest occurrence. A total of 17 athletics directors of 
development participated in their Delphi method study. The study focused on two main themes: 
(1) the best practices in FBS intercollegiate athletics donor acquisition and (2) the best practices 
in FBS intercollegiate athletics donor retention and increasing gift size. Of the wide range of 
findings, a personalized approach emerged as the best practice in the field of donor relations. 
This was accomplished through face-to-face interactions and a variety of stewardship activities. 
Wanless and colleagues (2017) further explained, “Emphasis on this trend to personalize may 
also be implied when development directors acknowledged that partnering with central 
advancement was a best practice. Central university development offices typically utilize 
advance customer relationship management (CRM) technology processes” (p. 34). It was 
suggested that further research could be done in the advancement of innovative techniques and 
partnerships to further personalize the donor relation process and experience. However, it was 
not clear whether or not these strategies could be applied to Division II.  
Impact of gender in athletics fundraising. Another attribute related to the challenges 
and strategies in soliciting charitable contributions for college athletics departments was the 
donor’s gender. Multiple studies (Shapiro & Ridinger, 2011; Staurowsky, 1996; Tsiotsou, 2006) 
compared the giving habits and tendencies between male and female athletic donors. 
Staurowsky’s (1996) study examined donors for men’s and women’s athletic support groups at 
NCAA Division I and III institutions. Her study determined that female donors were often 
younger than their male counterparts and they were not as motivated by the transactional-based 
outcomes of giving. Instead, Staurowsky noted that female donors were more motivated by 
success and philanthropic factors. The concept of female donors being motivated by altruistic-
based giving provides reason to believe that this could be applied to Division II as well. 
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Tsiotsou’s (2006) study corroborated Staurowsky’s data that “…priority seating and 
professional contacts are less important motives for women donors than for men” (p. 220). 
Tsiotsou also found in a survey of athletics donors at a large, eastern state university that females 
gave at a rate 3.5 less than males. Additionally, it was important for practitioners to have 
continued communication with female donors. Tsiotsou suggested fundraisers capitalize on this 
strategy by organizing pre-game events for female donors, specifically to encourage them to 
attend the sporting contest (2006). 
The impact of a donor’s gender was highly relevant for athletics fundraising practitioners. 
Staurowsky (2002) noted, “The other major flaw in the studies that have been done on athletic 
success and institutional fund-raising is the failure to include women in the analyses” (p. 6). 
Scholars suggested that individuals working in an athletics department or advancement office 
account for strategies that appeal to the female donor. Shapiro & Ridinger (2011) highlighted the 
value of athletics departments engaging their female donors with opportunities for involvement 
prior to soliciting a gift. Meet and greets with coaching staffs and student-athletes, luncheons, 
and other special events were all strategies identified to enable female donors to develop a 
relationship with the athletics programs prior to donating.  
Summary of Literature 
To summarize, the literature surrounding athletics fundraising has focused on the 
strategies and challenges surrounding the impact of winning on a department’s ability to 
fundraise, donor behavior and motivation, and the role of gender in athletics development. The 
concept of fundraising has been around in higher education for years, as noted by Plinske (1999). 
Development has become an essential task for universities to obtain additional resources to fund 
academic operations. Satterwhite (2004) explained the significance of early, monumental 
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philanthropic donations to universities in America, included a gift from John Harvard, to what is 
now Harvard University (Rhodes, 1997; Richards & Sherratt, 1981). John D. Rockefeller and 
Andrew Carnegie were also titans of industry whose philanthropic efforts left a lasting impact on 
higher education in the United States (Fisher & Quehl, 1989). Fundraising efforts at universities 
have expanded and taken on a more relevant role, as development officers now can take 
guidance from university presidents and hold positions of vice president within an institution 
(Plinske, 1999). 
As the field of fundraising continues to evolve, competition for scarce resources and 
donors will remain paramount. In order to manage an effective athletics fundraising operation, 
institutional advancement units and athletics departments must operate in sync, so that 
stakeholders can be effectively engaged. Plinske (2000) stressed the importance of 
communication and interaction in order to combat the challenge of competition with a 
university’s central advancement unit: 
Competition from within for donations is and will continue to be a major concern for all 
in higher education. The key is for athletic fundraising to be viewed as a part of the larger 
university system and fall in the realm of institutional fundraising campus. (p. 36) 
Stakeholder management and engagement is an essential part of the fundraising process. It is 
imperative for fundraisers to communicate with all involved, including other internal and 
external constituents. The gap comes about from the primary focus on Division I fundraising 
within the literature. Because of this we do not fully know how the aforementioned challenges 
and strategies are applied to the Division II landscape.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHOD 
 
This chapter will describe the methodology of this study, outlining the process and 
procedures for participants, data collection, and data analysis. Given the nature of this study and 
to obtain more in-depth knowledge about the field athletics fundraising, a qualitative approach 
was taken (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Due to the fact that limited research has been conducted 
with Division II athletics fundraising, this study was exploratory in nature, which lends itself to 
qualitative methods (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Furthermore, there are not current scales or 
metrics that can quantifiably measure the challenges and strategies that athletics fundraisers 
encounter in the Division II landscape, thus also necessitating a qualitative approach. 
 
Researcher Positionality 
In qualitative research, data are collected through a human instrument, as opposed to 
examples where a survey might be implemented, such as in quantitative research. Because of 
that, the researcher is the instrument in qualitative data collection methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005). In these types of studies, it is important to recognize our researcher positionality and 
acknowledgment of social self. 
I am a white male who grew up the son of a college professor. While I was not a student-
athlete myself, I have been around intercollegiate athletics for the majority of my professional 
career and to a broader extent, higher education most of my life. I received my bachelor’s degree 
from the University of Nebraska at Kearney (UNK), a public NCAA Division II institution. 
During my time at Kearney, I held a yearlong internship position with the university’s 
foundation office. I also spent three years working in athletics fundraising in the department.  
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Throughout my time at UNK, I saw first-hand how an athletics department and central 
advancement unit collaborate. I noticed a variety of challenges that came about from that 
partnership, and I also noted strategies that were utilized by athletics fundraisers at the 
institution. This led to assumptions about athletics fundraising that might be part of the Division 
II landscape. However, as an interviewer and researcher, I recognized the need to remain 
objective throughout data collection and analysis in order to receive and interpret rich and 
accurate data. However, my preconceived assumptions provided a basis for this study. 
Participants 
The subject pool for this study was determined through purposive sampling (Creswell, 
2012). This approach was taken in order to build a portfolio of participants whose institutions 
were as representative of the NCAA Division II landscape as possible. Because of this, the 
school (athletics department) was selected first. From there, an individual with athletics 
fundraising responsibilities was identified to contact regarding participation in this study.  
In the fall of 2018, there were a total of 145 public Division II institutions spread 
throughout 19 conferences. A database was then assembled of the 145 potential schools. The 
goal of the sampling procedure was to conduct maximum variation sampling within a purposive 
sampling procedure. In essence, the goal for the participant pool was to have variance on 
multiple variables. What follows is the inclusion criteria for this study with metrics that were 
selected in order to purposively select participants: 
1. Enrollment and Endowment: All enrollment and endowment data were taken from the 
most recent figures reported by U.S. News & World Report. This was done for 
consistency’s sake as reliable, current data were not available from all institutional 
websites (Morse, Mason, & Brooks, 2018). Varying levels of enrollment were sought 
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in order identify the role that an alumni base size and number of potential donors 
played in the fundraising process. 
2. Location: NCAA Division II utilizes a regionalization philosophy in which schools 
are grouped into geographic regions for the purposes of postseason competition. In 
order to achieve the best representation of the fundraising challenges facing Division 
II, geography need to be accounted for. However, selection criteria were not limited 
to any particular region. Fundraisers within athletics departments all across the 
country were invited to participate in this study (Stark-Mason, 2019). 
3. On-Field Success: The Learfield Director’s Cup is an annual award presented by the 
National Association of Collegiate Directors of Athletics (NACDA). This award is an 
objective way to examine an athletics department’s overall success, as it measures 
departments’ overall team success based on placement at NCAA Championship 
events. Schools with high and low on-field success rates, as measured by the 
Director’s Cup, were included in the sample in order to maximize variance. Athletics 
fundraisers at institutions with high amounts of on-field success may face different 
challenges than fundraisers at programs that do not see much athletic success (About 
– Learfield Director’s Cup, n.d.).    
4. Athletics Department Composition: The number of NCAA sponsored varsity sports 
was a considered factor as well because of the role that sport offerings can play on 
budgets and the need to engage in athletics fundraising. As athletics departments offer 
more sport programs, that allows for the potential to have more athletics alumni and 
more opportunities for sport engagement within a donor base. Additionally, the 
athletics fundraising operations at an institution that sponsors football could be 
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different than how a school without football organizes fundraising. This information 
was received from the individual athletics departments’ websites. 
The four aforementioned selection criteria were factored into the purposive sampling 
procedure in order to have a participant pool as representative of the Division II landscape as 
possible. Initially, universities were identified from each of the 19 Division II conferences that 
had a public institution, to provide variance in location. From there, institutions were 
intentionally selected in order to maximize variance amongst enrollment, success, and athletics 
department composition factors.  
Based on the previously mentioned criteria, a total of 47 participants were contacted by 
email, inviting them to participate in a 30-60 minute semi-structured interview over the phone, 
Skype, or in-person. All told, 14 development professionals agreed to participate in this study (a 
30 percent response rate). Subjects had a wide range of job titles and responsibilities in addition 
to fundraising. Positions ranged from assistant directors of development to senior level athletics 
department administrators and university foundation officials. The only requirement for 
participants was that athletics fundraising had to be a significant component of their job 
responsibilities. A full table of participants is listed below:  
Table 1: Participant table 
               
      Athletics Highest 
    Fundraising Fundraising Level of Employment 
Pseudonym   Experience Experience Education Structure   
 
Fundraiser 1   32 years 2 years  Master’s Dual Report 
Fundraiser 2   9.5 years 9.5 years Master’s Athletics 
Fundraiser 3   30 years 5 years  Master’s Foundation 
Fundraiser 4   3 years  3 years  Master’s Dual Report 
Fundraiser 5   11 years 11 years Master’s Foundation 
Fundraiser 6   3 years  2 years  Master’s Athletics 
Fundraiser 7   7 years  7 years  Doctorate Foundation 
Fundraiser 8   2.5 years 2.5 years Master’s Athletics 
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Table 1 (cont.) 
              
      Athletics Highest 
    Fundraising Fundraising Level of Employment 
Pseudonym   Experience Experience Education Structure   
 
Fundraiser 9   2.5 years 2.5 years Master’s Athletics 
Fundraiser 10   2 years  2 years  Master’s Dual Report 
Fundraiser 11   1.5 years 1.5 years Bachelor’s Dual Report 
Fundraiser 12   7 years  7 years  Bachelor’s Dual Report  
Fundraiser 13   18 years 5 years  Bachelor’s Foundation 
Fundraiser 14   13 years 13 years Master’s Foundation   
              
 
Pseudonyms were assigned to each fundraiser to protect his or her anonymity. In total, 
there were 12 male participants and two female participants. This is likely representative of the 
gender distribution in fundraising, with more males in athletics fundraising positions (Wanless et 
al., 2017). Additionally, years of overall not-for-profit fundraising experience, athletics 
fundraising experience, and educational level were included in order to provide the best context 
regarding the participants. Participants were also asked to describe their employment reporting 
structure.  
In order to protect the identity of the participants and their respective institutions, full 
identifier information will not be provided. However, the following ranges provide more details 
on the sample institutions: 
• Nine NCAA Division II conferences were represented in this study; 
• Institutions from 12 different states were included in the study; 
• Enrollment figures for the institutions employing participants were as follows:  
o Less than 5,000 students – two;  
o 5,000-9,999 students – four;  
o 10,000-14,999 – five;  
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o More than 15,000 – three;  
• Number of sports offered at the represented athletic departments ranged from 11-20, with 
an average of 14.3 sports;  
• Eleven of the universities sponsored football, while three did not;  
• The average three-year placement in the Learfield Directors Cup was right below 90. Ten 
athletic departments had a three-year average below 100, while four were above. Two 
schools had a three-year average in the top 50. 
Data Collection 
This study received Institutional Review Board approval on September 26, 2018, from 
the University of Illinois’ Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research (Appendix A). Between 
October 11 and November 26, 2018, 47 potential participants were sent an initial recruitment 
email (Appendix B). Approximately five to 10 initial recruitment emails were sent each week 
over that period. A subsequent follow-up email (Appendix C) was sent to non-respondents one to 
two weeks later. Six participants agreed to partake in an interview after receiving the initial 
email, while eight individuals consented after receiving the follow-up notice.  
Athletics development professionals were invited to participate in a 30-60 minute semi-
structured interview that touched on the key challenges and effective strategies regarding 
athletics fundraising at the NCAA Division II level. Of the 14 interviews, 12 occurred over the 
phone, while two interviews took place in person. For practicality purposes, most interviews 
occurred over the phone because most fundraisers were located a significant distance from the 
Champaign-Urbana area. With limited funds, the distance was too far to travel to conduct the 
interviews in person. However, due to a small departmental research grant that I received, I opted 
to conduct two of the interviews in person. That determination was based on the participants’ 
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availability and proximity to the Champaign-Urbana area. For telephone interviews, consent was 
received as follows: after agreeing to participate in the study, I emailed the participants a consent 
form for their review (Appendix D). The participant signed and dated the form and returned it to 
me. Once I signed and dated the form (with matching dates), I returned a copy of the consent 
form by email to the participant for their records. For in-person interviews, I went over the 
consent form with the individual in person and they signed and dated it. After the participant 
consented, I signed off as well. Two copies of the consent form were brought to each in-person 
interview. One was for my records and the other was for the participant in case he or she wanted 
a copy. 
The in-person interviews occurred at a location determined by the participant in order to 
make them feel the most comfortable. I met them at their desired meeting location. One 
interview occurred on the campus of the participant inside the athletics department’s gymnasium, 
while the other took place at a coffee shop in a metropolitan area the participant was visiting for 
business meetings. Meanwhile, telephone interviews occurred where I was in a private location, 
behind a locked door. Interviews were recorded on a password-protected iPad and then 
transferred to a USB device that was stored in a locked cabinet in the office of my advisor. In 
qualitative research, data saturation is determined when a researcher does not see any new 
themes emerge from the data (Creswell, 2012). By the conclusion of 14 interviews, I felt that 
data saturation was reached and no new themes were emerging, so this number of interviewees 
was deemed sufficient. 
Instrument 
The interview guide for this study was grounded in stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984; 
Jones 1995; Mitchell et al., 1997) and developed based on the literature in athletic fundraising 
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(Gladden et al., 2005; Martinez et al., 2010; Plinske, 1999; Shapiro & Ridinger, 2011; Stinson & 
Howard, 2008).  
The interview guide (Appendix E) was comprised of two parts. The first part focused on 
obtaining background information regarding the interview subject. The second component was a 
set of semi-structured interview questions that followed a 12-question instrument. A few sample 
questions included: 
• From a narrow perspective, what are the biggest challenges when it comes to athletics 
fundraising at your particular institution? 
• What are reasons you’ve encountered as to why your donors may not give to athletics? 
• What group of stakeholders have the most influence upon your fundraising decisions and 
why? 
These questions aided in identifying the different types of stakeholders an athletics department 
had and the role they play within that department. Stakeholders with power, urgency, and 
legitimacy all view challenges and strategies differently (Mitchell et al., 1997). By determining 
what claim a stakeholder has, fundraisers can adapt his or her tactics in order to best approach a 
situation. The interview guide also assisted in answering the research questions by inviting the 
interviewee to reflect upon the most frequent challenges and strategies he or she faced and 
employed in fundraising for their Division II athletic department.  
As the interviews progressed, questions were added and subtracted because of the free-
flowing nature of the conversations. An example of a question that was added to the interview 
guide was: “What impact do winning teams have on your ability to fundraise, if at all?” Since 
every fundraiser and institution is different in their challenges and strategies, a semi-structured 
approach was utilized in order to acquire rich and accurate data (Creswell, 2012). 
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Data Analysis 
Data obtained through the study was first analyzed through a priori coding based on the 
athletics fundraising literature and stakeholder theory (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The data were 
coded initially to the challenges and strategies that athletics fundraisers faced as identified in the 
literature, and with regards to stakeholder theory (Mitchel et al., 1997; Creswell, 2012). A 
second round of coding occurred in order to identify emergent themes throughout the data since 
this study was exploratory in nature (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The data were also coded for 
stakeholder theory, in order to incorporate the theoretical framing. As a final stage, I performed 
selective coding in order to identify salient quotations that were most representative of each 
theme (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  
The table below demonstrates how the themes were identified and illustrates the coding 
process. A full list of the codes for challenges (Appendix F) and open for strategies (Appendix 
G) are listed in the appendix section. 
Table 2: Key themes and codes 
              
       Representative code 
Focus  Key themes (stage)   (# of mentions)     
 
Challenges Institutional factors (A, O)   Culture of giving (6) 
Institutional history (6) 
Institutional support (6) 
 
Challenges Investment in fundraising (A, O) Staffing (15) 
Budget (4) 
Lack of AD fundraising (3) 
 
Challenges Other donor interests/fatigue (A) Academic interests (4) 
Competition vs. larger schools (4) 
Donor fatigue (3) 
 
Challenges Relationship with foundation (A, O) Communication with foundation (5) 
Collaboration with foundation (4) 
Foundation resources (2) 
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Table 2 (cont.) 
              
       Representative code 
Focus  Key themes (stage)   (# of mentions)     
 
Challenges Success of athletic teams (A)  Inability to leverage wins (5) 
Lack of athletics success (3) 
Reliance on winning (3) 
 
Challenges Keeping donors informed (A)  Donor education (6) 
Donor engagement (4)   
 
Challenges Changes to higher education (O) Rising cost of education (7) 
Perception of higher education (1) 
 
Challenges Fundraising priorities (A, O)  Growing scholarships dollars (5) 
Fundraising to meet budget (3) 
 
Strategies Role of stakeholders (A, O)   Coaches’ engagement & involvement (15) 
Student-athlete connection (13) 
        Student-athlete experience (3)   
 
Strategies Building & growing donor base (A) Engaging constituents (7) 
Building donor relationships (4) 
Alumni word of mouth (3) 
 
Strategies Strategic fundraising plan (A, O) Identifying sport program needs (6) 
Developing annual fund (5) 
Identifying donor interests (5) 
 
Strategies Relationship with foundation (A, O) Collaboration with foundation (9) 
Access to foundation resources (8) 
Internal communication (5) 
 
Strategies Investment in fundraising (A, O) Institutional support (8) 
Athletic director involvement (5) 
Staffing (3) 
 
Strategies Winning (A)    Winning (6) 
       Winning as entryway (4) 
 
Strategies Donor education (A, O)  Educating student-athletes (3) 
       Keeping donors informed (3) 
 
Strategies Selling Division II (O)  Division II values (5) 
       Impact of a gift (1) 
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Table 2 (cont.) 
              
       Representative code 
Focus  Key themes (stage)   (# of mentions)     
 
Stakeholder Power (A)    Donors (9) 
Theory  
 
Stakeholder Legitimacy (O)   Coaches (8) 
Theory 
 
Stakeholder Urgency (A)    Institutional Leadership (2)    
Theory              
              
Key: A Priori (A), Open (O) 
 
Trustworthiness, Dependability, and Credibility 
In qualitative research, integrity of the data is of the utmost importance. It is necessary 
for a researcher to ensure trustworthiness, dependability, and credibility with their findings. To 
help address these issues, confidentially was ensured to participants, their respective institutions, 
and athletics departments. This encouraged participants to speak honestly and freeely about the 
issues, strategies, and challenges regarding athletics fundraising at the Division II level and at 
their respective institution. 
The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim by the author. By transcribing 
recordings on one’s own, the interviewer is able to become more familiar with the data that is 
obtained (Seidman, 2013). Member checking was utilized to enhance the dependability of the 
data (Creswell, 2012; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Interview transcripts were sent to each participant 
to review for accuracy and clarity. Participants were given one week to respond with their 
comments and concerns. Participants were told that if they did not respond, it would be assumed 
that they did not see any issues with their interview transcript. Six participants did not respond to 
my inquiry for member checking. Eight participants saw no issue with the transcript of our 
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conversation. One participant wanted clarification regarding the grammar and dictation used in 
the transcript. We visited over the phone, and I assured the participant that I would clean up the 
transcript so it felt more conversation-like. Study interpretations were also sent to participants for 
member checking to increase the credibility of the results. While limited responses were received 
for this member check, the three individuals that responded to this inquiry were in agreement 
with the interpretations I sent them. 
To further enhance credibility of this study, a peer debriefer was also utilized. Peer 
debriefing is, “A process of exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an 
analytical sessions and for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise 
remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 308). An assistant 
dean for advancement on the University of Illinois campus served as the peer debriefer. This 
individual has been in higher education fundraising for more than 25 years, with nearly 10 of 
those years spent in athletics fundraising. He has fundraised at both NCAA Division I and 
Division III institutions during his career, but not Division II. I consulted with him in order to 
add to the trustworthiness and credibility of this study regarding my findings and data 
interpretations. The peer debriefer was in agreement with the findings and interpretations from 
this study. 
Throughout this project, I also met several times with my advisor, a sport management 
professor at the University of Illinois. His research focuses on organizational change in sport 
programs and sport-for-development, which incorporates not-for-profit philanthropy. I was able 
to check in with him for methodological development, data interpretation, and coding and 
analysis strategies.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
 
This chapter presents the findings of 14 semi-structured interviews that were conducted 
with athletics fundraising professionals regarding the theoretical and managerial implications of 
the challenges and strategies they face in the NCAA Division II environment. For the sake of 
organization, this chapter will provide the findings to RQ 1, the challenges athletics fundraisers 
face. Then, the findings to RQ 2, the strategies they have found to be effective will be presented. 
The findings of RQ3, the role that power, urgency, and legitimacy have in the athletics 
fundraising process will be addressed throughout the first two sections of the findings noted 
above. 
Challenges Facing Division II Athletics Fundraisers 
 The first research question aimed to identify the core challenges that athletics fundraisers 
face in the NCAA Division II landscape. The summary table below (Table 3) outlines the 
primary challenges that the development officers faced. The number of fundraisers who noted 
each challenge is included, as well as the overall total of mentions that challenge received 
throughout my 14 interviews. 
Table 3: Top challenges facing NCAA Division II athletics fundraisers 
              
        # of (out of 14) #of 
Challenge       Respondents  mentions  
 
Institutional factors      13   30 
Investment in fundraising     10   25 
Other donor interests/fatigue     9   11 
Relationship with foundation     8   14 
Success of athletic teams     8   13 
Keeping donors informed      7   14 
Changes to higher education     7   9 
Fundraising priorities      7   9 
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Institutional Factors 
All but one of the participants cited institutional factors as a barrier when it came to 
fundraising for athletics at their institution. The findings that arose were a result of elements both 
inside and outside of an athletics department that impacted the success of athletics fundraising. 
For the most part, the factors were uncontrollable for the development officers. In total, three 
factors were attributed as institutional factors inhibiting athletics fundraising success: culture of 
giving, an institutional name change, and a lack of institutional support. Fundraiser 10 succinctly 
summarized the challenge as, “That institutional buy-in and having the resources, no question is 
the number one obstacle.” 
Culture of giving. Division II institutions have smaller enrollment figures than their 
Division I peers. As a result of this, they have less alumni and smaller donor bases to pull money 
from. Six individuals were interviewed from institutions with an enrollment below 10,000 
students. This creates challenges, as there are fewer potential alumni donors. Three of the six 
fundraisers at those institutions cited a small donor base as an issue when it came to athletics 
fundraising. A fourth development officer, at institution with enrollment between 10,000 and 
14,999, also cited such a challenge.  
The challenges of having a small donor base can come in different forms, but it starts 
with the institution. Fundraiser 12 noted, “Division II schools don’t typically have huge 
graduation classes as opposed to say Texas or Nebraska or Illinois for that matter. Their 
graduating class is going to be much bigger so they potentially have a greater donor base.” For 
institutions with non-traditional donor bases, such as a commuter school, it shrinks the size of 
their traditional donor base. Fundraiser 13, who works at an institution with an enrollment 
between 10,000-14,999, said, “The other challenge we have is our students commute. We’ve got 
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a large base of commuters. We’ve got a large base of non-traditional students. It makes it much 
more difficult for us on that front on overall fundraising.”  
 Five different fundraisers mentioned the changing culture of giving at their institution. 
Fundraiser 11 acknowledged the human tendency of philanthropy, “I don’t think giving is a 
natural thing. I don’t think it’s natural for you to go work your tail off and earn $100 and then 
turn around and give 50 of it back.” Fundraiser 4 emphasized the need to develop a history and 
culture of giving with their stakeholder groups, “I just think it is truly because they haven’t 
(given) in the past. It wasn’t talked about when they were student-athletes.”  
 The level of philanthropic dollars Division II schools receive that are tied to 
transactional-based gifts, such as season ticket donations, are less than athletics departments at 
the Division I level. Changing the culture of giving at a Division II institution to increase those 
dollars can be difficult. Fundraiser 7 and Fundraiser 9 both work for athletic departments that 
have a three-year Learfield Director’s Cup average placement in the top 100. I asked each 
fundraiser what the biggest challenges they faced were. Fundraiser 7 said: 
For us, we didn’t do a great job with our season ticket people. They thought because they 
bought season tickets, that’s all they had to do. We started a chart for premium numbers 
for priority seating. That was a tough thing to try and educate the culture and to cultivate 
those folks on saying we can’t do this without your help. That was a lot of work to try 
and get people to understand that we love the fact that you’re buying tickets, but we’re 
going to put a premium on these tickets where you want to sit. 
Despite the on-field success that Fundraiser 7’s athletics department had, there were still 
significant obstacles that arose when they asked their constituent base to change their culture of 
giving. Fundraiser 9 concurred: 
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Getting people used to giving was one of our challenges that I still struggle with too – 
and not just getting free things. It’s a balance in Division II of building relationships and 
wanting them to come to campus and being engaged as a fan, but also wanting them to 
donate or pay for that experience.	
Division II programs face the challenge of finding balance in generating revenue but also 
creating fan support. While Division I athletic departments can rely on those transactional-based 
gifts, it is not as prevalent in Division II. Therefore, internal stakeholders must identify the 
motivational interests that their donors and other external stakeholders have. 
 Changing the culture of giving at a particular institution is a difficult process and not one 
that can happen quickly. The stakeholders with the most agency are donors, as they have the 
power to change the giving culture. While fundraisers and administrators can create and sell a 
vision for an institution and athletics department, the giving history and culture is not 
controllable in present day. As fundraisers try and enact change, challenges can arise if 
stakeholders are resistant to that change, such as incorporating an annual donation requirement to 
a sports’ season ticket fee. 
Institutional name change. Another uncontrollable element for the athletics fundraiser 
is an institutional name change throughout the college or university’s history. Five fundraisers 
noted a challenge with the institution’s history, in particular a name change (see Table 3). 
Fundraiser 4 described it as: 
One of the big challenges I think was just a name change. We were (redacted institution 
name) for so long. That was a lot of our history and heritage. We made a name change to 
something later. With some alums it was not taken well. There were decisions made that 
kind of burned a few bridges there.” 
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While an institutional name change may not apply to several schools in Division II, the ones that 
are impacted by it must overcome it. It is possible for schools that undergo a name change, to go 
through names more than once, as was the case for Fundraiser 2 when asked why donors may not 
give: 
We’re (redacted institution name). But we’ve been (redacted institution name), that was 
back from the 60s to the mid-70s, and then we were (redacted institution name) which 
was in the 80s to the 90s. Then from the 90s to currently, we’re (redacted institution 
name). People are very prideful. 
When an institution undergoes a name change, it can create factions amongst the alumni base 
and key stakeholder groups depending on what the name of the school was when they attended. 
This can cause challenges for fundraisers as they try to solicit gifts from individuals who went to 
a different school by name. 
 Additionally, these name changes often times occur at teaching schools, where a 
significant amount of the university’s donor base are teachers. Fundraiser 2, whose institution 
has undergone multiple name changes, told me about their donor base, “We’re a teaching school. 
We’ve always been a teaching school. That’s where it almost hurts sometimes because teachers 
don’t get paid enough.” Fundraiser 11, noted the economic challenges of raising funds from a 
teacher’s school, “Us being a teacher’s school, our income drive is not as much as a law school. 
It’s as simple as that.”  
Lack of institutional support. Institutional support can be viewed through two lenses: 
the university’s prioritization of athletics and the institution’s financial support of athletics, 
which all told was mentioned by five different fundraisers (see Table 3).  
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 Intercollegiate athletics can rank low on an institution’s or president’s priority list. When 
it comes to creating a vision and plan for athletics fundraising and the department, the 
administrative focus on athletics can play a factor, as strategic direction for an organization 
begins at the top of a hierarchical pyramid. The de-prioritization of athletics of a campus can 
happen regardless of on-field athletic success. Fundraiser 1 worked at the institution with the 
second-lowest Learfield Director’s Cup average finish amongst the schools featured. I was told 
that athletics were deprioritized for years there: 
We had a president that tried to do away with intercollegiate athletics. It was the 
culmination of a number of years of deprioritizing intercollegiate athletics. That has had a 
ripple effect in terms of alumni’s willingness or interest in engaging with the university in 
general. 
However, Fundraiser 3 works at an institution that has seen an immense amount of athletics 
success. Their Learfield Director’s Cup average finish was the second-highest amongst the 
institutions profiled in this study. Fundraiser 3 told me one of the reasons donors may not give to 
athletics at his institution was because, “(It) goes back to the lack of excitement around athletics 
here. I think that the (nearby Division I institution) does have an impact on our fundraising.” He 
added, “We’re not a particularly school-spirited campus. The students typically don’t rally 
around athletics, so there is just not the intensity that I think some donors like and get at the 
Division I level.” 
 Athletics being deprioritized on campus can occur regardless of on-field success, as our 
participants illustrated. For fundraisers, this can create an unenviable position. In this case, the 
institution serves as an internal stakeholder with power, as the university has control of athletics 
in this situation. When an individual donor has the claim of power, they hold far less of it when 
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compared to the institution itself. A donor also has power in deciding whether or not to donate 
due to a lack of on-field athletics success. 
Investment in Fundraising  
 An investment in athletics fundraising was the second-most cited challenge during my 
series of interviews. Ten out of 14 participants mentioned issues relating to staffing, fundraising 
budgets and how their other job responsibilities can inhibit their engagement in fundraising 
activities (see Table 3). Because of the nature of Division II, athletics departments are smaller 
and staffing is limited. As was evidenced in the participant table (see Table 1), only four athletic 
departments even had fundraisers employed directly by their unit, reporting directly to the 
athletics director. 
Staffing. A lack of staffing was by far the most commonly cited challenge in this theme, 
as it accounted for 14 of the 25 mentions and was noted by 10 fundraisers (see Table 3). In 
Division II, an athletics development officer is often responsible for securing the entire 
department’s funds by themselves. Some circumstances will see departments employ multiple 
fundraisers, but that is more of an exception than a rule. That is why having an athletics director 
actively engaged in soliciting gifts is important. If the athletics director is not out fundraising, it 
can create challenges. When I asked Fundraiser 12 how active his athletics director was in 
fundraising, he told me, “No, not unless I ask him to. I would say there are probably some 
universities where their ADs do that more.” In an athletic department, the athletics director is the 
stakeholder with the most legitimacy. If an athletics director is not involved in the fundraising 
process then an organization’s most legitimate stakeholder is being left out. Fundraiser 3 had to 
rely on his foundation leadership rather than athletic department leadership for fundraising: 
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I find that my vice president and I are really driving the major gift prospecting and 
projects more than the athletic director and myself are driving it. I’d like that to switch a 
little bit where the AD and the coaches are more actively identifying major gift prospects. 
Athletics directors can be and are an athletic department’s figurehead. However, the athletics 
director brings legitimacy to fundraising situations along with serving as an additional 
development professional. 
 A lack of bodies out fundraising presents challenges, most notably leaving gifts on the 
table. Those gifts can range in size. Fundraiser 1 is responsible for securing gifts for 10-15 sports 
at the institution with the largest enrollment in our pool, said, “Given the amount of time that I 
have to do the work that I have devoted to this, I’m not going to go out and start sending 
solicitations to every car dealership and then do all the follow-up.” Meanwhile, Fundraiser 4 is 
tasked along with his athletics director of securing donations for 10-15 sports, including football, 
at an institution with an enrollment over 10,000, “If you can’t expand you staff or your ability to 
reach all of those people, you’re essentially leaving money on the table just because you can’t 
make the ask.” 
 I asked Fundraiser 13, who like Fundraiser 4, is responsible for fundraising at an athletic 
department at institution with an enrollment over 10,000. Only Fundraiser 13 is responsible for 
soliciting for 15-20 sports: 
I will say our biggest obstacle is staffing. We are significantly understaffed here due to 
budget constraints that have unfortunately hit us for the last 10 years. We’ve got me, one 
person, that’s got over 5,000, maybe 5,500, former athletes we’ve identified that are out 
there so to try and get to them – you can’t. Our annual giving person his main focus 
certainly is on the university. Athletics is a small piece of that.  
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From an administrative standpoint, Fundraiser 5 also mentioned to me the challenge of attracting 
talent to fundraise at the Division II level, “I think staffing is a big issue because it’s not as sexy 
being an athletic fundraiser at (redacted institution name).” 
Budget. In addition to funding the actual positions, having a budget to engage in 
fundraising activities is also a challenge at the Division II level. The fundraisers I spoke with told 
me how they would like to see additional staff members but an increase in budget would increase 
their capability to raise funds. Fundraiser 5 told me, “I think that is one of the main things, and 
it’s not just Division II, it’s smaller universities. They may not be able to fund the position well 
enough for it to be successful.” For Fundraiser 2, his position’s budget has had a direct impact on 
his ability to be successful, “We haven’t sent a mailing out making an ask in, I would say, maybe 
over a year-and-a-half. Part of that again is because of budget, so you could add budget in there 
as well.” This is where universities and institutional leadership have a stakeholder position of all 
three claims. If there was sufficient urgency amongst university leaders, they could leverage their 
power and provide athletics departments and fundraisers with additional financial support if they 
saw fundraising to be a legitimate need. 
 Successful athletics fundraising requires a staff and budget that is invested in fully by the 
institution. I asked Fundraiser 4 what he thought the biggest challenge facing fundraisers in the 
Division II landscape were: 
The biggest challenges broadly speaking I would say probably just resources. It takes 
investments to be able to tell that story and be able to win. Trying to manage your 
resources the best you can is one of the biggest challenges because as money continues to 
roll into some of the larger Division I institutions, they can definitely blanket their 
message a little bit better. 
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If the institutional investment is not there for athletics fundraisers, the results may be reflective 
of that.  
Other job responsibilities. Five participants had dual report positions where their job 
was funded by both athletics and the university foundation office and five other participants were 
employed by the foundation office with other fundraising responsibilities (see Table 1). In 
Division II, with smaller administrative staffs, it is common for employees to have multiple 
responsibilities that their peer at a Division I institution may not have because of the resource 
component. In this environment, a development officer can be pulled in different direction 
instead of devoting their attention solely to fundraising. 
 Fundraiser 5, who works at an institution with only 10-15 sports, told me he just wants to 
be able to do his job: 
That’s the most difficult thing from a Division II perspective is a lot of people like myself 
do a lot of different things. Especially in my role, they depend on me in different things. 
I’m on coaching searches. I’m a sport administrator. All of those things take time. I love 
doing them, but at some point that’s not what I’m evaluated on. I’m evaluated on my 
fundraising. That’s the problem at Division II is not having enough time to do the job 
we’re supposed to be doing 
One of the baseline questions I asked each fundraiser was what their job responsibilities outside 
of fundraising were. While only one fundraiser brought this issue up during the second part of 
the interview it became clear based on the initial baseline question that having too many job 
responsibilities and tasks was a challenge. Just about every development officer I spoke with told 
me they had other responsibilities outside of athletics fundraising. The other responsibilities 
varied:  
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• Fundraisers 1, 3 and 5 are responsible for fundraising for other units on campus; 
• Fundraisers 2, 4, 8 and 9 have oversight of corporate sponsorships; 
• Fundraisers 10, 11 and 12 have game day operation responsibilities. 
In relation to the staffing component, Fundraiser 12 emphasized the challenges facing 
Division II athletics staffs: 
I’m one person. It’s much like so many things in Division II athletics; you’ve got one 
compliance person. You’ve got one fundraiser. You’ve got an AD who is supported by an 
assistant AD, the development person and then a business manager. That’s the athletic 
administration. People have to be willing to do more and people have to be a little bit of a 
jack-of-all-trades. Sometimes you do things that you wouldn’t at the Division I level 
because they have more bodies.	
A recurring theme throughout my conversations was the challenges Division II fundraisers face 
in comparison to Division I institutions. Fundraiser 3 told me this about the nearby major 
Division I school, “Their athletic fundraising department is as big as our entire fundraising 
department. They have a lot more horses out there doing the work than we do.” That does not 
even account for the work Division II fundraisers have outside of fundraising. Athletics directors 
and fundraisers must demonstrate to university administrators and board of trustees that there is a 
legitimate need for the role they are performing. The fundraiser is in essence the conduit amongst 
all stakeholders in the process. However, if they are off doing other job responsibilities, their 
core focus is left unattended. 
 Fundraiser 9 told me she oversaw her athletics department’s marketing and 
communications in addition to her fundraising responsibilities: 
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I think the biggest challenge is just the staffing piece and it does put – and not just from 
my perspective – but it puts pressure on my external staff as well. My marketing and 
promotions person has to be a part of implementing a corporate partnership, and so does 
our SID (Sports Information Director) and so does the ticket manager. So, just managing 
that workload that dips into their duties as well."	
If athletics departments were afforded additional staff members to engage in fundraising 
activities, the additional duties could be assigned or passed off to other employees. There is a 
clear need for athletics departments to solicit philanthropic support, but they cannot do so if they 
are not supported by the institution. 
Other Donor Interests & Fatigue 
 It is not uncommon for individuals to have multiple philanthropic interests. People will 
often times give to their church, area non-profits and to their alma mater, or an institution they 
have a great affinity towards. Athletics fundraisers are vying for these philanthropic dollars in a 
crowded market (i.e. competition). As individuals and families show a willingness to give, other 
non-profits in a community may ask for similar support this can lead to donor fatigue. All told, 
this theme was brought to my attention on 11 occasions by nine fundraisers (see Table 3). 
Academic interests. At the Division II level, as is evidenced by participants in this study, 
development officers who are tasked with fundraising for athletics may also be assigned an 
academic entity on campus to solicit gifts for. In the same respect that the development officer 
must divide their time, donors may choose to divide their resources across various parts of a 
campus. Four different fundraisers noted this as a challenge (see Table 3). 
 I asked some of the participants if their athletics donors (in particular those with a high 
capacity to give) had other philanthropic interests on campus. Fundraiser 10 spoke to the heart of 
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the issue, “Very rarely those donors are giving to one area. I would say that is probably pretty 
common in academics as a whole.” This speaks to the lack of urgency that some donors may face 
when it comes to giving towards athletics. Fundraiser 11 spoke to the issue on how it pertained to 
former student-athletes giving: 
I think we’re very cognitive that a baseball player graduates with a business degree. He 
owes his professional career to the baseball coach and then there’s usually a professor in 
line there, too. Baseball got them through school and taught them all those life lessons. 
This professor has taught them other aspects. I see so many split gifts like that to go to 
the program that they played for and then to the educational component. 
Split gifts (to athletics and an academic area) are not a bad thing, by any means. However, it can 
still present a challenge to development officers fundraising for athletics because dollars that 
could be dedicated solely towards athletics are being given to other academic foci on campus. 
Additionally, if fundraisers are focusing on their other job responsibilities, particularly 
something outside of fundraising, other philanthropic groups can solicit funds from donors that 
might have otherwise gone towards athletics had there been a sense of urgency from 
stakeholders. 
 Sometimes an athletic fundraiser can lose a donor altogether to a different cause on 
campus. Fundraiser 14 told me about the donor overlap, “Let’s say I go out and meet with 
someone who is really connected with a certain college that he or she graduated from. If their 
philanthropic interests are in that area, I’ll direct that person to the appropriate person.” Again, 
from an institutional standpoint having donors with diversified interests is beneficial. However, 
from the viewpoint of a Division II athletics department, this is a challenging situation for an 
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athletics fundraiser as donors have the ability to influence whatever sector of an organization 
they desire with their support. 
Competition vs. Division I Schools. One of the biggest competing interests athletics 
fundraisers face at the Division II level is Division I athletics programs. In particular for 
institutions who are in the backyard of a Division I school, the smaller Division II program can 
be a secondary interest for donors. In essence, Division I schools may have more legitimacy in 
the eyes of donors. Four fundraisers talked about the need to gain legitimacy with their 
stakeholder groups. Fundraiser 3 spoke to the issue: 
We kind of live in the shadow of (redacted institution name), even though we’re 90 miles 
away. We have a lot of people in our town who have (redacted institution name) season 
tickets and drive down to the games. I think that some donors really like to get caught up 
in the frenzy of Division I athletics. 
Similarly, I asked Fundraiser 11 what challenges he faced being that their institution has three 
Division I schools nearby. He told me: 
The biggest challenge that I see and this could be just a geographic location where we 
are. We are so close to the (redacted institution name), (redacted institution name), 
(redacted institution name), and we have people in the community that also give to those 
programs, so splitting that battle with the ones that they see on TV every day, even if it’s 
not their alma mater. 
So much of Division I athletics philanthropy revolves around transactional giving for access to 
exclusive events and better seating at sporting events. There are still opportunities for that type of 
giving at Division II, but the benefits that come with transactional giving at the Division I level 
far exceed that of Division II. However, because Division II programs have smaller donor bases 
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and dollars can be stretched further, donors can have more power at a Division II school, when 
compared to a Division I school. Providing external stakeholders with too much power, though, 
might be something athletics departments avoid, as donors with too much influence can cause 
challenges for internal stakeholders. 
 Another challenge Division II programs can face in a crowded intercollegiate athletics 
environment is building affinity for their program and student-athletes from donors, alumni, and 
community members. Fundraiser 10 told me the following when I asked what he thought the 
biggest challenge Division II athletics fundraisers faced: 
I think at our level, the affinity isn’t what you’re going to find for a (major Division I) 
football or a (major Division I) basketball. I think we have to work a little bit harder at 
building that affinity, whereas a (major Division I) basketball player can walk into a big 
banquet and everybody knows who he is. My student-athlete could walk out on the court 
here and half the town hasn’t met him yet because it’s his first game. I think we have to 
go a little bit further in building that affinity and then translating that affinity to 
philanthropic giving.  
These answers came as no surprise to me given the geographic proximity of these institutions to 
larger Division I athletic programs. This also speaks to a lack of legitimacy that Division II 
athletics has overall in the eyes of their stakeholders. 
Donor fatigue. In not-for-profit philanthropy, donor fatigue is bound to happen. Donor 
fatigue can be described as the consistent solicitation of specific individuals in a community for 
charitable gifts to a multitude of causes. Intercollegiate athletics are not immune to donor fatigue. 
In some communities, particularly those in areas of high philanthropic activity, donor fatigue can 
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set in quickly amongst stakeholder groups. This challenge was noted by nine of the 14 
fundraisers (see Table 3). 
 Fundraiser 6 works at an institution with an enrollment of less than 5,000 students – this 
was the smallest institution examined. I asked him what were some of the biggest challenges to 
athletics fundraising at his institution. He told me, “The biggest thing I see is donor fatigue, in 
particular in the community with business and industry. I looked the other day – there are 18 
charity golf tournaments in our community from the Chamber and Rotary and United Way.” The 
oversaturation of donor fatigue in a community can extend to the business community as well 
and have an impact on athletics fundraising and corporate sponsorships. Donors at smaller 
institutions can also have an added claim of urgency in their own right because the need for trust 
and cooperation from the university is more prevalent. There also is a greater expressed need for 
their support because of the limited size of the donor base. 
 I asked Fundraiser 12, who worked at an institution with less than 10,000 students and 
multiple Division I programs nearby, a similar question, in particular how a smaller donor base 
impacted donor fatigue. His response was, “That might be the greatest challenge because then 
you get into potential donor fatigue because you’re somewhat going to people more readily 
because you understand they give and they are philanthropic.” 
Relationships With University Foundation 
 One of the baseline questions I asked every participant was where they were employed. I 
wanted to know if the athletics department or university foundation employed them or if they 
were in a position that had a dual report. The participant table (see Table 1) showed a full 
breakdown, but only four participants were employed outright by the athletic department, with 
the development officer reporting directly the athletics director. The other 10 participants either 
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were employed outright by the university’s central advancement unit or had a dual report 
between the two entities.  
 For some fundraisers, this was a highly prevalent challenge. Eight of the 14 participants 
spoke to this, making mention of this challenge on 14 total occasions. Two significant themes 
emerged regarding the challenges surrounding an athletic department’s relationship with the 
university foundation office. The challenges centered around collaboration and communication, 
and those two issues go hand-in-hand. This can cause conflict centered on the claims of power 
and urgency between the foundation and athletics department. 
 Division I programs often have their entire athletics fundraising arm as a unit within the 
athletics department, separate from the campus’ central advancement unit. That is not the case 
for programs at other NCAA levels. Fundraiser 7 reports to a foundation executive. He 
concluded his thoughts about his athletic department’s relationship with the campus foundation 
by telling me, “At Division II, you may not have that level of involvement or engagement from 
the institution to give you the help you need, and that can be a very difficult thing.” This gives 
added stakeholder credence of power and urgency to the university.  
 Fundraiser 2 reports to the athletics director now, although he told me that earlier in his 
tenure, he operated under a dual reporting structure. I asked him what the relationships was now 
like between the two groups: 
At times it feels like if it’s not their idea, they don’t want to run with it. They couldn’t 
care less. Other times, it’s hey great, way to go – good job. I only meet with them once a 
month, which is tough, but I would say it’s working. It’s a working relationship. 
Athletics departments are just as culpable for this challenge. It should not be viewed as solely a 
foundation issue. Fundraiser 14 is a foundation employee. When it comes to building trust and 
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cooperation amongst internal stakeholders, he told me, “When I first got here, there was such a 
disconnect between advancement and athletics. They didn’t really trust us. That’s a major hurdle 
when you’re really trying to start a fundraising program for your athletics department.”  
 Most of the challenges also focused around a lack of communication between the two 
units. Foundation offices have access to greater resources, such as software programs that keep 
track of donor information, prospect tracking and development lists and wealth screening and 
identification. In these situations, the foundation has additional legitimacy over athletics 
departments. By the nature of their position as the hub for all philanthropic activity on campus, 
foundation offices have a legitimate claim in the campus setting. 
 Fundraiser 9 is an athletics administrator with no direct reports in the foundation. I asked 
her to describe the relationship between the two units. She told me, “I think there can definitely 
be more communication and more cohesiveness between the two of us, and look at it more as 
instead of competitors.” The work place proximity can also play a role in the collaborative and 
communicative efforts as well, which magnifies several challenges Fundraiser 9 added: 
Sometimes I feel like it’s a little bit more competitive, where they will want that donor 
for academics or something else, which is fine. I mean they’re doing a job as well, so 
sometimes, I can understand their perspective. I think it might be frustrating because I 
don’t work over there, and I am fundraising. So, they do have a piece of my workload as 
well, like processing gifts and sending end-of-the-year tax receipts to our donors. 
The necessary workload that is carried on the back end of the fundraising process gives 
advancement units power and urgency over athletic departments because athletic fundraisers are 
at the mercy of the foundation office. This is particularly the case if fundraisers are not employed 
or housed in the foundation. 
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 I asked Fundraiser 5, a foundation employee, what some of the issues were when it came 
to developing fundraising strategies. He said, “Some of the challenges are still communication. 
We’re two separate entities with the foundation and the athletic department. That raises a 
challenge right there.” 
 The communication piece extended to relaying donor information to the foundation as 
well. I asked Fundraiser 10, a participant with a dual report, what their comprehensive athletic 
fundraising program entailed. He told me about the golf tournaments and alumni reunions they 
organized, but then added: 
That is one area we’ve been absolutely terrible with our relationship with the foundation 
because they have the tools to give us a better list of prospects. We haven’t used it. When 
it comes to the day of the event, we’ve been terrible at giving that information back to the 
foundation. It’s a big piece of our equation as an athletic department, but it’s also a major 
area of improvement. 
A lack of collaboration and communication between individual fundraisers and campus 
units can present additional challenges. Possessiveness of donors is one of those challenges. 
Fundraiser 8, reports directly to her athletic director, she told me, “That’s a problem across the 
divisions where advancement departments are territorial of their donors and they want to make 
sure that athletics isn’t taking over their donors or trying to steal them.” A foundation office by 
itself does not necessarily have more power, urgency, or legitimacy than other internal 
stakeholders such as the institution’s leadership team. However, when combined, the 
foundation’s claim encourages an athletic department to be a collaborative partner rather than a 
more individualistic one. 
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Success of Athletic Teams 
 One of the questions that became a regular part of my semi-structured interview format as 
the conversations went on was the impact of winning athletic teams. For some, winning was 
viewed as a strategy, for others, as eight fundraisers told me, winning or a lack thereof was a 
challenge (see Table 3). 
 Some institutions and fundraisers have been unable to leverage wins with their 
stakeholders into private support. Fundraisers 2, 3 and 13 all fundraise for athletics departments 
that had a Learfield Director’s Cup three-year composite average in the top-100. They all spoke 
about the challenge of highlighting wins to their donor base. Said Fundraiser 2, “I don’t think 
there is a direct correlation between winning and an increase in fundraising. Unless you have a 
solid team behind that can kind of help mold that, but I think it is a very particular case-by-case 
instance.”  
 Fundraiser 3 told me through his first-hand experience that winning has not made his job 
any easier, “We’ve had some national championship teams here and we’ve not seen a boost in 
fundraising for those particular teams. We’re very successful athletically and academically, but 
there just is not that feeling of great excitement around athletics.” Added Fundraiser 13, “You 
hear it all the time, everybody says that if you just win money flows. Not here, it doesn’t. They 
think if you’re winning you have the resources so you’re fine – why would you need money.”  
 A lack of athletics success, however, can be just as challenging for development officers. 
When I asked Fundraiser 11, who also works for an athletics program that has finished in the 
top-100 on average of the Learfield Director’s Cup over the last three years, if winning made it 
easier to fundraise. He told me: 
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Athletic success is a big thing. People want to be behind something special. If you’re 
constantly finishing in the bottom of the cellar, you can preach to those donors about why 
we need your support, but it’s tough for people to be excited and get behind it. 
Fundraiser 12 works at the institution with the least amount of on-field athletic success measured 
by the Learfield Director’s Cup metric. He spoke to how stakeholders might react when their 
program is not winning and rivals are, “We’re in a competitive conference, so when other teams 
are winning national championships and you’re not, people are like when are you going to win 
one of those. Certainly winning can be a challenge for donors.” 
 Fundraiser 4 works at an athletics program that has seen significant on-field athletic 
success. While winning can be a viable strategy, it still has it’s challenges. He told me, “Winning 
is kind of a double-edge sword. Some people say if you’re not winning, they’re not going to give 
and then when we are winning, it’s why do you need my money – you’re doing good.” 
Additionally, Fundraiser 10 is a fundraiser for the athletics department that had the highest rated 
on-field athletic success measurable. When I asked him what the biggest challenge to fundraising 
at his institution was, he admitted, “I think the biggest challenge is our reliance on winning.” In a 
follow-up question, he added: 
(Our teams) have a pretty remarkable level of achievement, but because of that, I think 
our fans are more prone to negative reaction in those tough times. Because we don’t have 
that affinity and those relationships, if they’re reacting more on the wins and losses – that 
is going to be tougher to overcome at a place that has always won at a higher clip. 
The results are inconclusive on the role winning teams play in aiding an athletics fundraiser 
when engaging with stakeholders. However, Fundraiser 12 noted the following regarding the 
success of athletic teams from a fundraising standpoint, “I think people want to be around 
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winners. When your team isn’t doing as well, they might shy away from making a gift to a 
certain program.” There is no doubt that winning teams can add legitimacy to an athletics 
fundraiser from the donor’s vantage point. Likewise, losing teams can take legitimacy away from 
the situation. However, as the data show, there is not a direct relationship either way regarding 
the legitimacy that winning teams provide athletics departments.  
Keeping Donors Informed  
 Half of the fundraisers (7 out of 14) as referenced in Table 3 talked about the challenges 
that are associated with keeping donors informed and involved. This includes donor 
communication, education and engagement. In order to begin the fundraising process with a 
potential donor, a point of contact must be initiated. A fundraiser cannot interact without their 
contact information. This issue came up twice during my interviews. Donors who are not spoken 
with, cannot be asked for money, which impacts a fundraiser’s bottom line. Fundraiser 10, who 
has a dual report to the university foundation office and athletics department, told me the 
following situation he’s faced: 
I’ve got an all-conference guy who is doing very well. He started his own accounting 
firm. He has never been asked for a gift because we didn’t have his information. He 
played under a previous coach. We didn’t know his cell phone number. We didn’t have 
an address, email. We had nothing on him. 
By not having a donor’s contact information, a fundraiser cannot inform, interact, or 
communicate with a donor, who the most fundraisers told me was their most important 
stakeholder. This concept speaks to a lack of urgency and legitimacy on the athletics 
departments’ behalf. 
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 Communication between a fundraiser and constituent extends beyond making the first 
point of contact. Fundraiser 6, who works in the athletics department, told me:  
One of the other challenges we have is communicating with our constituents where those 
dollars are going. Some people don’t want tot just give unrestricted. They want to know 
it’s going to may a specific fund. We try to do a good job of communicating with them. 
In other words, we need to be more specific and clear on how that financial support is 
going to be used. 
Fundraisers can use their own legitimacy to explain the processes to their donors. 
Complementing the communication towards donors is the donor education challenges 
that fundraisers face. This was a recurrence throughout my conversations. This is often times a 
challenge for development officers when engaging with their stakeholders, said Fundraiser 13, 
“Being able to educate and inform our alumni base has been a real challenge for us to getting 
consistent messaging and information out to them that they clearly understand where the need 
lies. That certainly challenges us probably the most.” I asked Fundraiser 6 why their donors 
might withhold funds, “I think it is just a matter again of us doing a better job of being specific 
and clear on how their gift is going to be used. I think that’s one reason why they don’t give.” 
This again highlighted the need for fundraisers to utilize the legitimacy that they have. 
Part of the donor education component is simply letting donors know what their money 
can actually fund. Fundraiser 1 told me, “I think that there’s probably less of an understanding of 
how important the role of private donors are to the scholarship part of our program. I think that 
if, and or, they don’t understand why scholarships are important.” As fundraisers and athletics 
departments communicate their message to their stakeholders, it is not only important to keep 
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their constituents informed but also involved so that they know where there money is going – 
what the actual value of it can provide a department. 
Engaging with stakeholders can present challenges to fundraisers as well. Sometimes 
finding a commonality with a donor can be difficult, as Fundraiser 10 told me, “I really think the 
most common one in terms of athletics is that personal experience or lack there of – no tie to 
athletics, or the personal connection.” Fundraiser 14 articulated a similar message to me: 
The biggest challenges are just, again, the engagement part. I feel once we can get them 
back to something whether we’re on the road at a different sport or constituent’s area. If 
we can get them to come to those things then they see what’s going on. They see the 
product of these are our coaches and these are our players. 
While student-athletes may have that personal connection and tie to an athletics program, 
they may not be any more inclined to give. Fundraiser 6 said: “Another challenge we have is 
trying to get our past student-athletes involved. I think while they’re here parents get involved a 
little bit, but then there is a drop off after they graduate.” Communicating, education and 
engaging with donors is a three-step process. If stakeholders are not involved through all three 
stages, it can present challenges when it comes to soliciting funds. By incorporating and 
involving donors throughout the process, fundraisers can develop legitimacy within their donors’ 
eyes. This allows donors to take notice of the urgency of the claim as well. 
Changes to Higher Education 
 A frequently noted topic that arose throughout my conversations was the changes to 
higher education, in particular the impact that the rising cost of education has on a development 
officer’s ability to fundraise. Half of the participants (seven) mentioned this challenge to me. 
There are two factors that are in play in this challenge (see Table 3). 
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The first challenge was the increase in tuition costs. In particular as state appropriations 
to higher education continued to decrease, universities were combatting this by increasing tuition 
costs. Fundraiser 4 told me that the finances associated with higher education continue to change 
as time progressed: 
Higher education has changed tremendously. What people remember whether that’s five 
years ago or 50 years ago, it’s not the same structure for funding when they were there. 
Most people have a tendency to think it hasn’t changed when it’s changed tremendously."	
Meanwhile, Fundraiser 8 told me the challenges she faced when communicating to donors how 
tuition has increased at the institution over the years: 
The cost of tuition is about $6,000 a semester. Trying to change their mindset that 
(redacted institution name) was free once upon a time, but it’s not free anymore. We need 
your help. Sometimes they think it’s state funded so those are the reason why they may 
not give, but the ones that understand the importance of philanthropy and making sure 
and improving that student-athlete experience are the ones that definitely give back. 
Tuition increases are another factor that are uncontrollable to the athletic fundraiser, yet they are 
a challenge they still must counteract. Isolated instances of tuition increases are explainable. 
However, as they become more common occurrences, they become bigger obstacles for the 
individual soliciting dollars. Fundraiser 2 told me, “You talk about the rising cost of education. 
Your donors might be put off and again asking question as to why.” This issue could be 
exacerbated if there were challenges when it comes to the donor education component. 
The second challenge related to this phenomenon also related back to the donor education 
component. Fundraiser 7 was the only practitioner I spoke with who had their doctoral degree. 
Given Fundraiser 7’s professional acumen, his comments were crucial to the development of this 
	60 
theme. He spoke to two critical issues on this topic – the perception of higher education and the 
state of college athletics. The findings were the result of when I asked why donors might not give 
to the institution: 
You look at higher education and there’s a disconnect that this is the ivory tower, that 
we’re wasting our money here. Professors are only working six months out of the year 
and they have the other six off. That whole idea of higher education how it was a 
pinnacle of what our society needed to have to be successful has changed a little bit. That 
perception of education has changed. I think you have to fight that off.	
The focus of that question was to establish the power that donors had in the fundraising process. 
Fundraisers who can properly explain the rationale as to why a donor may feel this way and 
demonstrate why that is not the case, can build credibility which translates into legitimacy. There 
can be a disconnect between an alumni base and their perception of the institution and what is 
actually going on at the campus. Higher education is in fact not the hypothetical disconnect that 
some donors may believe, but it can be a preconceived notion that development officers must 
fight off. 
 Additionally, college athletics continues to be an industry under scrutiny. The NCAA has 
been a defendant in multiple lawsuits in federal court (Hobson & Strauss, 2019; McCann, 2016). 
Sneaker companies and agents have made headlines for improprieties (Leitch, 2018). Although 
Division II has kept a primarily clean reputation separate from the discretions of the Division I 
level, the notoriety may not apply to the perception of college athletics as a whole. Fundraiser 7 
mentioned the following to me as a reason why donors may not financially support athletics: 
I think people sometimes will take a look and see on a national scope, well this is 
happening at a major university, and they’re getting this tremendous wherewithal for 
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shoe contracts. Every day in sports, you can find a horror story around college athletics. 
If you want to look it out, you’ll find one. 
The “horror stories” that Fundraiser 7 alluded to apply to the highest of levels in Division I 
athletics, not even the Football Championship Subdivision (FCS) level of Division I or the 
Division I-AA level, let alone the NCAA’s Division II level. However, the perception of college 
athletics can still be a challenge for fundraisers in Division II. This can remove credibility and 
legitimacy from a fundraiser. 
Fundraising Priorities 
 Another challenge that was mentioned to me several times throughout my conversations 
was in regards to a development officer’s fundraising priorities. This challenge was presented 
nine times over the course of my interviews, with seven fundraisers alluding to such struggles. 
The issue centered around the need to engage in fundraising activities simply to meet the athletic 
department’s budget, while also have a pressing need to grow scholarship dollars. This spoke to 
all three claims of stakeholder theory.  
 In fundraising, unrestricted dollars are monies provided by a donor that can be put 
towards any initiative. There are no stipulations. Unrestricted gifts can assist with sport program 
needs or go towards the department’s scholarship bill. At the Division II level, unrestricted gifts 
help athletic departments with budgetary needs. Asking donors, one of an athletic departments’ 
most important stakeholder, to fund budgetary items can be a challenging proposition. Fundraiser 
10 told me about the challenges surrounding fundraising priorities: 
We always joke, but it’s not a sexy ask to say to Mr. and Mrs. Donor that we need some 
unrestricted funds to put gas in the bus. It’s not a sexy ask to say we need some more 
money for bandages in the athletic training room. That’s not something they’re bragging 
	62 
about to their friends over dinner. They want to tell them about scholarships or how they 
helped with this new facility. 
Fundraisers must demonstrate urgency for projects and initiatives in order to build legitimacy 
with their donors on these types of issues. At the Division II level, fundraising to meet the budget 
is a reality for athletic fundraisers. When engaging with external stakeholders, it’s is a difficult 
item to generate donor interest about, as Fundraiser 13 told me, “If you’re just going for general 
operations, it’s harder for them (donors) to get excited about that.” 
 In athletics departments where the institutional support is not sufficient enough, the 
burden to supplement the budget falls on athletics fundraiser. Fundraiser 10 is responsible for 
securing private support at an institution with 20 sports, that was the most of any school feature 
in this study, she told me: 
We really need some more help from the institution because we raise quite a bit of 
money, but we’re just trying to keep the lights one every year. That’s where I think our 
institution could get involved more and take some of that pressure off, or we could do 
some things above and beyond. 
In particular for fundraising for budget items and needs, rather than wants, fundraisers become 
stakeholders with high levels of urgency. Ultimately, fundraising to meet athletics department 
needs means that athletics department wants aren’t being attended to from a fundraising 
standpoint. Fundraiser 14 said, “I know in my experience here, a lot of it is budget fundraising. 
We’re fundraising to meet budget instead of doing the extra stuff.” 
 Aside from capital projects and facility updates, the “extra stuff” is usually scholarship 
dollars. Having to fund scholarships, a budgetary item that Division III athletic programs do not 
need to budget, was mentioned as a high concern. I asked Fundraiser 5 how their scholarships 
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were financed, “We don’t get any state funding for scholarships. We offer nearly 80 scholarships 
and all of those need to be fundraised externally.” 
 Even in athletics departments where there is a healthy relationship between athletics and 
the institutional leadership, financing scholarships can be challenging. Fundraiser 3 noted, 
“There is a good cooperation and a partnership with the university, but if we’re doing a 
scholarship fundraising initiative for athletics, we are on our own. The university is probably not 
going to pitch in any institutional dollars.” These priorities were viewed by the university as 
either urgent or not. If an initiative or fundraising item was not viewed as urgent, it effected the 
stakeholder claim position that the university would hold. 
Endowments are financial assets over $25,000 that generates interest every year, typically 
at a 4.5% rate. Non-profit organizations rely on these sizable accounts in order to have reliable 
year-to-year income. Athletics departments have several endowments, often times named in 
recognition of a donor, that help finance sport programs’ scholarship allocations. I asked 
Fundraiser 6 what he thought were some of the biggest challenges in athletics fundraising at the 
Division II level were. He responded, “I think for us it clearly is increasing our endowment for 
scholarships. Our challenge here in Division II and at a small school like ours is to try and raise 
more funding for endowed scholarships.” Scholarships provide a competitive edge for sport 
programs. It is natural for athletics departments to be stakeholders with urgency when it comes to 
fundraising for scholarships. 
Additional Challenges 
There were other challenges that were mentioned to me throughout my interviews that 
seemed noteworthy but did not necessarily fall into one of the identified themes. Most prevalent 
to this study, was combatting the stigma of Division II. Two fundraisers spoke about this 
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challenge. Fundraiser 2 told me about communicating the partial scholarship model to their 
stakeholders: 
The Division II model is a bit awkward when it comes to sports. You can’t award full 
scholarships. That makes it a bit complicated at times because someone will say how 
much does a scholarship get one kid in here? You need a new quarterback, how much is 
it? The thing is, we really can’t give a full ride to that quarterback.  
Meanwhile, I asked Fundraiser 3 what he viewed as the biggest challenge to fundraising at the 
Division II level, “I think some donors like the exposure teams get and their connection to those 
teams in Division I. You don’t get a lot of that kind of exposure or love at the Division II level, 
at least not here.”  
 Similar to what Fundraiser 3 mentioned, Fundraiser 1, whose institution lies in major 
U.S. metropolitan area, spoke to me about capturing market visibility when I asked what the 
biggest challenge to fundraising in the Division II landscape was, “I think it’s a lack of visibility 
for our sports, especially in highly saturated media markets. We have high school football teams 
that get better press than we get, which is dismaying.” 
 The final pertinent challenge that emerged throughout my conversation was the impact a 
student-athlete’s own experience had on athletics fundraising. A poor student-athlete experience 
can be attributed to a variety of reasons, but it can be why athletic alumni do not give. Fundraiser 
10 spoke to some of the reasons that can cause athletic alumni not to donate: 
If I’ve got a student-athlete who at the end of their career hated their coach or an assistant 
coach, hated the captain on their team, got suspended by our athletic director, got 
punished by the university for academics – whatever it may be. I think a lot of it is going 
to be person experience and personal relations. 
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Fundraiser 8 took a 30,000-foot view approach to the student-athlete experience as to why 
athletic alumni might not give, “I would say for the most part, their experience was very 
transactional. They didn’t have a transformational experience. So, now that we’re asking for 
money to make another student-athlete’s situation better, they’re like why?” 
 
In summary, the main sources for challenges that athletic fundraisers face at the NCAA 
Division II level revolves around the intersection points between stakeholders. At times athletics 
fundraisers and to a greater extent, the athletics department, are stakeholder units that have 
legitimacy and urgency. Meanwhile, other stakeholder groups, such as university leadership, a 
campus’s foundation office, and the athletic department’s donor base all have different 
stakeholder claims. Those combinations create conflict and challenges for the athletic fundraiser. 
For instance, institutional factors were the most commonly cited challenge the fundraisers 
faced. University leadership can be stakeholder with power, urgency, and legitimacy. Their 
interests can at times be in competition with the athletics department. This results in competing 
stakeholder interests. Similarly, the university’s investment in fundraising, or lack thereof, can be 
attributed ultimately to competing stakeholder interests. Likewise, a university foundation office 
has interests in addition to fundraising for athletics. Both athletics and central advancement are 
vying for resources from the same stakeholder group – a group with power. 
Lastly, if fundraisers fail to develop legitimacy and communicate their knowledge and 
information with their donor groups, it can create challenges because other philanthropic 
opportunities can be presented to donors. If an athletics department’s initiatives are not seen as 
urgent, donors may exercise their power and give their dollars elsewhere, particularly in a 
crowded philanthropic market. 
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Strategies for Division II Athletics Fundraisers 
  The second research question aimed to outline the main strategies that athletics 
fundraisers utilize in the NCAA Division II landscape. The summary table below (Table 4) 
outlines the primary strategies that have been developed by the athletics fundraisers with whom I 
spoke. The number of fundraisers to note each strategy is included, as well as the overall total 
number of mentions that each strategy was brought up during my 14 interviews. 
Table 4: Top strategies utilized by NCAA Division II athletics fundraisers 
              
        # of (out of 14) #of 
Strategies       Respondents  mentions  
 
Role of Stakeholders      13   31 
Building & growing donor base    11   22 
Strategic fundraising plan     10   27 
Relationship with foundation     10   22 
Investment in fundraising     9   19 
Winning       8   10 
Donor education      6   8 
Selling Division II      5   6 
              
 
Role of Stakeholders 
Stakeholders play a critical role in the success of an athletics fundraising program. Both  
internally and externally, stakeholders can provide power, urgency, and legitimacy to an 
organization (Mitchell et al., 1997). Throughout 14 conversations with Division II athletics 
fundraisers, the utilization and recognition of stakeholders was a resounding strategy for success. 
Thirteen out of 14 development officers mentioned to me, on 31 occasions, the role that 
stakeholders play in the success of athletics fundraising. The two most frequently mentioned 
stakeholders were coaches and donors, and more specifically former student-athletes. 
Additionally, I asked each interviewee what group of stakeholders had the most influence 
upon their fundraising decisions. The results are included in the table below: 
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Table 5: Stakeholders with the greatest influence to athletic fundraisers 
              
        # of (out of 14) #of 
Stakeholder Claim      Respondents  mentions  
 
Power (Donors)      8   9 
Legitimacy (Coaches)      6   8 
Urgency (Institutional Leadership)    2   2 
              
 
Each stakeholder group was assigned to one of the three stakeholder claims that were developed 
by Mitchell et al. (1997). The sub-themes that follow will explore the stakeholders with power 
(donors) and legitimacy (coaches). Stakeholders with urgency, the institutional leadership, will 
be explicated in the strategy of investment in fundraising later on in this chapter. 
Role of coaches. Nine fundraisers noted the role that coaches play in their success on 17 
separate occasions. Additionally, six fundraisers noted that coaches were their most influential 
stakeholder (see Table 5). The data show that coaches play an essential role in the engagement 
and cultivation of donors. Coaches who are engaged and involved in the fundraising process can 
have a positive impact on athletics fundraising. By the nature of their position, coaches have an 
intimate knowledge and legitimacy about their program and its needs. They have the ability to 
identify additional potential donors (i.e., friends of the program) and further enhance a 
relationship between a donor and the athletic department in a way that a fundraiser may not be 
able to do. 
 In order to effectively utilize coaches in the fundraising process, it is first necessary for 
development officers to build a relationship and foster trust with their coaches. Fundraisers 
identified coaches as one of their greatest stakeholders. Fundraiser 1 spoke to the importance of 
building trust: “I’ve definitely found that in the sports that I don’t have a relationship with the 
	68 
coaches, I get a no – I’m just another guy who’s asking them to do something.” As soon as that 
trust is built, the coaches are often more willing to be a part of the process. Fundraiser 7 told me: 
They’ve understood that they need to be a part of this thing. I think it’s the biggest factor. 
Coaches need to have that idea of identification of working people through the 
development process. There may be four or five people that are really intimate with the 
volleyball program that I don’t know, but the coaches will know those people. 
Fundraiser 10 added to the coach/fundraiser relationship: “All of my coaches know that if I’ve 
got a donor in town or on campus who wants to see them, I’m not asking to take their time unless 
there’s a purpose.” It is important for coaches to feel a sense of urgency when it comes to 
fundraising. 
 By fostering an environment built on trust, colleagues can be more willing to share 
information with one another. Said Fundraiser 14, “I think that has been the biggest emphasis on 
my side this year is making sure coaches know that when it comes to our major stakeholders, 
they have to keep us informed.” Fundraiser 3 elaborated on this: 
We do the best we can to really get to know our donors. That’s one place where our 
coaches are very helpful because they tend to know these folks better than we do just 
because these folks are around their program. They can help give us good intel and 
information on the donors to help us match projects to potential funders. 
As Fundraisers 3 and 7 alluded to, coaches can aid in the identification and engagement 
of donors. This demonstrated a coach’s legitimacy. I asked Fundraiser 1 what group of 
stakeholders had the most influence upon his fundraising decision. He told me, “I see the 
coaches as some of my greatest allies. Both in terms of identifying potential parent funders and 
then going out and meeting with alumni or potential corporate sponsors.” Focusing on engaging 
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with stakeholders with power, such as donors, Fundraiser 10 added, “Coaches are someone that 
donors are always going to enjoy speaking to. A lot of times, that’s one of my first avenues if 
I’m reaching out and someone hasn’t called in 20 years. Donors get a great spark from that.” 
 Ultimately, coaches who take an interest and recognize their investment to the 
fundraising process can capitalize on their own on-field successes, and this yields power to 
coaches. Fundraiser 10 explained the value of this: 
If tomorrow, let’s say men’s basketball wins the national championship, and coach comes 
to me and says ‘how do I turn this into money’? We’re going to be in a great spot. Coach 
does an event every year. He does really well at keeping in touch with his major donors 
but also making sure his annual donors of $50, $100, and $250 are getting a letter that 
says thank you, a note from a student-athlete saying thanks for supporting the program. 
Role of student-athletes. Along with coaches, another heavily emphasized internal 
stakeholder group was student-athletes. Nine respondents mentioned the role student-athletes 
play in the fundraising process a total of 14 times. The fundraisers’ strategies centered around 
sharing student-athlete stories and focusing on connecting student-athletes with their donor base. 
 Following a fundraising auction, Fundraiser 2 sent out a survey seeking feedback. He 
shared: “Everyone, 20 out of 21 people, said their favorite part was the student-athlete. That’s 
kind of my goal is to tell more of the student-athlete story.” He later added, “They are amazed at 
the stories that they have…(Division II) is truly about the student-athlete experience. Donors like 
hearing that. The student-athletes are a big thing.” Because student-athletes are at the epicenter 
of an athletics department, they have an added layer of legitimacy. 
 There are various ways that fundraisers at the Division II level are able to connect 
student-athletes with the program’s donors. Scholarship luncheons and personalized phone calls 
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were both mentioned as avenues for facilitating that connection. The connection is important 
because it allows donors to better understand the philanthropic reason for their donation and 
develop legitimacy. Fundraiser 3 said, “I think we are most successful when we can help create 
relationships between the student-athletes and the donors, meaning when the donors can interact 
with student-athletes on a regular basis and get to know them as people.” Fundraiser 5 is a firm 
believer in the role student-athletes play when it comes to fundraising: “I think the best way to 
foster even more giving is to get the kids involved with the stewardship process especially.” 
 The student-athlete connection athletics departments at the Division II level can leverage 
is one of the key differences from their Division I peers. It is a positive difference no less, as 
Fundraiser 12 told me: 
I think because at our level the ability for the fan to interact with the student-athletes is 
way greater than it is at the Division I level. They feel like they can get to know the kids. 
They feel like they get to know our players more than just being a player – where they 
come from, what they’re majoring in, who their folks are. They feel like they really get to 
know our student-athletes. 
Later on in our interview, Fundraiser 12 added, “Let’s face it – in philanthropy when the donor 
feels like they connect and get to know who they’re giving to, it just makes a world of difference. 
That personal relationship goes a long way.” Student-athletes at the Division II level have more 
power in fundraising than those at the Division I level because they are more easily accessible to 
donors. 
Role of donors. Donors are an incredibly important stakeholder group when it comes to 
athletics fundraising. They have the claim of power. I asked each fundraiser which stakeholder 
group had the most influence, and donor was the most commonly mentioned stakeholder, as 
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eight fundraisers told me so (see Table 5). Donors that are former student-athletes and non 
student-athletes, both play an important role. 
 One reason former student-athletes give back is because they had a positive student-
athlete experience. This also highlights the impact and legitimacy coaches can have. Fundraiser 
13 said: 
We’ve got phenomenal coaches. I have to give them an enormous amount of credit. Our 
student-athletes give back because our coaches ask. They feel an obligation to give back 
because of the experience they had. That is a big part of why they give back. 
Fundraiser 10 also told me athletics alumni were a critical stakeholder group. He said, “I think 
we get the most buy-in from them. We usually try to consult them on decisions that we’re going 
to make, but we still try to give them an even balance.” 
 External stakeholders who were not student-athletes can be a variety of individuals. Most 
frequently, those people are non-athletics alumni of the institution, friends of the university, and 
other community members. Fundraiser 5 told me his athletics department’s most important 
stakeholders were engaged alumni and community members. It was noted that by nature of 
giving a donation, donors become invested in a program. That can then have a trickle-down 
effect to other donors: 
They are the ones who are already invested, and we want to show appreciation to that. I 
think as you’re asking more donors, showing them that appreciation and consideration 
from your current donors only helps them tell the story and build trust and equity 
amongst other constituent groups. Now others are saying this donor has had a really good 
experience. That is how I know to trust you guys, not because you’re telling me to trust 
you. 
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There is value in all stakeholder groups, but as the data showed, leveraging stakeholders with 
legitimacy (coaches) and catering a fundraising program towards stakeholders with power 
(donors) can be an effective fundraising strategy, particularly as it pertained to stakeholder 
involvement. 
Building & Growing Donor Base 
 An athletics department’s donor base is one of their most important stakeholder groups. 
As Table 4 showed, donors are stakeholders with power, and fundraisers view them as having 
the most influence upon their fundraising decisions. Building and growing an athletics donor 
base focused on engagement with stakeholders such as alumni and former student-athletes. It 
also focused on spreading the athletic department message through word of mouth. This is a 
rather broad theme, but because 11 fundraisers noted this area (on 22 mentions), the collectivity 
of it made for a significant athletics fundraising strategy. 
  In order to effectively grow and build a donor base, fundraisers can look to the 
relationships they’re cultivating or additional relationships they might need to build. This 
situation highlighted the urgency with which a fundraiser needs to operate. This is even more 
important for Division II schools because fundraisers are more reliant on altruistic-based gifts, 
rather than transactional-based gifts, while a Division I program would see a significantly higher 
amount of transaction-based gifts. Fundraiser 9 told me: 
I think there’s a lot of, when you get to bigger Division I schools, there’s more of the 
return on investment, so it’s more of a business transaction. While we do have a lot of 
partners that feel that way, it’s also about a greater cause in the student-athlete success 
and scholarships. I think having those relationships, especially in a smaller community is 
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the most important thing, and if they trust you then they’re going to be more inclined to 
give. 
Fundraiser 1 also shared: “I think it’s building a relationship with your constituencies and the 
programs that interest them the most, as well as creating opportunities for people to connect with 
the athletic director and recognize them as a leader.” 
The trust that is built between a fundraiser and his or her stakeholders is an essential 
component to successful athletics fundraising. However, a fundraiser can leverage their 
stakeholders, particularly donors, to develop trust amongst one another. In essence, they can 
build a word of mouth understanding that is shared from one stakeholder to another that creates 
additional support. Fundraiser 13 alluded to this: “We can say it over and over again, but if it 
comes from an alum, it makes a huge difference. They’ll believe them quicker than they’ll 
believe us. We’re the institution, and we’re paid to say that.” This demonstrated the legitimacy 
that donors and alumni can have within their own stakeholder group.  
When it comes to identifying new donors, a fundraiser can take one of two approaches: 
actively seeking new donors and re-engaging former donors. The former, is a question 
Fundraiser 7 said he often asks himself: “We’ve been able to find those folks that weren’t asked. 
How do we do it again? It’s a difficult task. That’s where if you’ve had some athletic success, 
that’s where that opportunity, you may have more people take notice.” Outreach was another 
principle of building a donor base. Fundraiser 4 said, “People aren’t just calling all day long 
trying to figure out what’s going on here. You have to get something in front of them. You have 
to have outreach.” This spoke to the urgency that fundraisers must act with in some situations. 
Athletics departments can also capitalize on donors who have not been engaged with the 
program in quite some time. For Fundraiser 1’s institution, that was one of their main objectives. 
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He said: “Right now, for fundraising, success is really defined by our ability to re-engage and re-
capture relationships with alumni and to build relationships with current parents.” While Plinske 
(2000) noted the role parents play in athletics fundraising at the Division III level, that was not as 
common of a theme in Division II. Parents still play a role, but the rationale for their giving has 
more to do with the evolution of sports. Fundraiser 7 told me: “Parents are used to paying money 
to have their kids compete. I thought that was an area we needed to look into. We did that with 
some great success. Parents have gotten involved with that giving aspect of our programs.” This 
highlighted the power that parent donors have. As children enter into college, the concept of 
parents paying to allow their child to participate remains.  
While parent donors could be classified as newly identified donors, the need to re-engage 
remains. Fundraiser 2 highlighted: 
The success of fundraising for us as well in particular this year is getting as many donors 
either new or recently re-activated back into the fold. It doesn’t matter at any level, we 
just want them back in the fold because then you can start the process of the donor life 
cycle process – cultivating them, continuing to say thank you, touching base with them, 
send them a birthday card, sending them a birthday email. Next year when you roll out 
your fundraising plan, you’re reaching out to them and saying I can count on you to get 
back into the fold. 
Re-engaging donors may not show an immediate financial impact, but it is still a critical 
component of engaging with stakeholders and growing an athletics fundraising campaign. 
Strategic Fundraising Plan 
 Strategic planning is an essential component of organizational culture and success. The 
same principle can be said for developing a successful athletics fundraising plan. I asked every 
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fundraiser what their department’s athletic fundraising program entailed. They all noted items 
such as an annual fund, capital campaigns, alumni reunions, and golf tournaments, to name a few 
of the most prominent activities. However, in order to engage in successful athletics fundraising, 
a clear, strategic plan must be in place in order to achieve the greatest engagement with 
stakeholders. This can then lead to additional fundraising dollars. While every fundraiser talked 
about what their athletic fundraising program entailed, 10 of the 14 fundraisers stressed the need 
to be strategic in their fundraising. There were 27 mentions of this theme throughout my 
conversations (see Table 4). 
 Some items were clear in the philosophy of strategic fundraising. For instance, Fundraiser 
10 said: “It begins with our annual fund, no question. That is the bread and butter.” Fundraiser 7 
felt similarly: “I think the very first thing you start with when you look at something in Division 
II, when I’m coming into an operation, the very first thing I want to look at is the foundational 
pyramid of annual gifts.” Annual funds lay the groundwork for an athletics fundraising strategic 
plan. Not only does it serve as a revenue source, it also provides a donor base for an athletics 
department to work off of. Fundraiser 6 added what he thought led to successful athletics 
fundraising at the Division II level, “I think first and foremost that we have some kind of plan – a 
fundraising plan. I think it begins with a plan, and then with that plan complementing the booster 
club and fundraising projects.” Having a strategic plan highlighted a stakeholder group’s 
legitimacy and urgency. 
 The practice of athletics fundraising involves matching a donor’s interest with an athletic 
department’s need. Because of this, another aspect of a strategic fundraising plan is having 
clearly identified program needs. This is where athletic fundraisers need to rely on internal 
stakeholders, such as coaches, in order to have the best insight into what needs there might be. 
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Fundraiser 9 said determining needs can be a balancing act between coaches and administrators, 
but she highlighted this concept: 
Coaches are obviously going to lay out what they see as needs. There is going to be a 
conversation. Coach, you don’t actually need four pairs of tennis shoes for each kid. 
That’s not a need. That’s not a good need for our money right now. Once we kind of lay 
that out, we do have to match that up with what our donors want to put their funds into. 
Fundraiser 7 added to the importance of coaches identifying program needs and leveraging their 
legitimacy towards the fundraiser: “They need to create a tangible list of what the program 
needs. People ask ‘how can I help out the program’? I’m not sure what the volleyball program 
needs, but the coach is able to talk about that tangible list.” 
 To maximize this strategy, fundraisers need to know what their program needs are. 
Added Fundraiser 3: “We always have a list of needs, funding needs in athletics. We feel our job 
is to look at those needs, look at our list of donors, know them really well and what kind of 
interests them. Those interests are one of the first items that Fundraiser 13 tries to learn about his 
stakeholders: 
For me, the route that I take is the first meeting that I have with donors is to try and get a 
sense and understanding of who they are and what their philanthropic priorities are. Do 
they give to their church? Where do they give? What do they have interest in? From 
there, it molds into let’s break it down to if you could make an impact, where would you 
like to make that. 
By identifying program needs, fundraisers will also be better able to match potential projects or 
initiatives with their donor base. 
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 Additionally, by understanding donor interests, fundraisers can better comprehend their 
motivations. Fundraiser 10 added: 
I know which of my donors care that we win 20 games this year in basketball, but I also 
know which donors care about kids graduating and getting placed in a job because it’s 
not always going to happen where you have a donor who wants every single box 
checked. Sometimes they do care a little bit more about the big one, sometimes they care 
about both, others believe in the concept of leaving with the degree instead of just a 
bunch of wins. 
Relationship with Foundation 
 There is no doubt that having a strong partnership between an athletics department and a 
university’s central advancement unit has a positive impact on an athletic fundraiser’s ability to 
do his or her job, as the data show. Ten of the 14 fundraisers I interviewed noted various aspects 
that a positive relationship with a foundation had on their ability to engage in successful 
fundraising activities. In total, there were 22 mentions of this theme (see Table 4). The 
groundwork for this success begins with collaborative efforts amongst the two entities. As a 
result of that, athletic departments gain access to highly useful foundation resources. 
Communication is ultimately at the core of this strategy. 
 A positive relationship between the two groups begins with recognizing the value in one 
another, as Fundraiser 4 told me: “The university foundation and the athletics department really 
know that each other is beneficial to both.” Meanwhile, I asked Fundraiser 8 what she thought 
some of the biggest factors were to successful athletics fundraising at the Division II level: 
“From what I’ve experienced, a strong relationship between athletics and advancement.” 
Additionally, it is possible for that relationship to blossom, even if it is not the strongest. She 
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continued: “It’s great. It’s done a 180 since I’ve been here and that contributes to the success of 
our teams. We’re in collaboration with them constantly.”  
 Foundation offices have access to a plethora of resources that aid in the fundraising 
process. From wealth screening tools, to donor tracking software (most frequently mentioned to 
me was Raiser’s Edge), and overall expertise, those units can provide significant resources to 
athletics fundraisers, particularly those that may not be housed in a central advancement unit. 
 Fundraiser 7 is housed in the athletics department but reports to an individual in the 
campus’ main foundation office. He spoke to multiple benefits that can come about from 
utilizing foundation assets: “We have the foundation and all of their expertise – all of their 
knowledge available to us.” Later on in our conversation he mentioned another critical tool to 
me: 
We also have their – and this is a very important aspect of it as well – we also have their 
data management system of how they collect the money, how they process it, how it gets 
stored after they process it, how it’s financed. We also have that huge operation of 
helping us maintain our records. 
Particularly for small staffs, utilizing a foundation office’s employees for gift processing and 
other administrative duties can free up time for the athletics fundraiser to solicit further funds. 
 Foundation offices have an incredible level of expertise available for athletics 
fundraisers. As athletics departments foster and build their relationship with foundation offices, 
opportunities for growth can arise. Fundraiser 8 told me: 
The positive thing about working with our advancement team is they have a lot of 
knowledge on the data and what is actually going on. We may see a trend in our 
department and say certain alumni just aren’t giving. Sometimes, alumni that are athletic 
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alumni give, but they just don’t give to us. They have access to a lot of that information 
and expertise that we can rely on. 
Fundraiser 11 told me the value he sees in the partnership between the two campus units: “I 
couldn’t do it under one area of just athletics or the foundation. Being able to bounce ideas off 
everyone and using the tangible resources – you have to have that partnership.” For the 
fundraisers, foundation offices can serve as a stakeholder group with great legitimacy.  
The core principle of success for this strategy centered on communication, particularly 
having a consistent focus on internal communication. Fundraiser 6 made a simple yet relevant 
analogy, “It’s just making sure that the right hand knows what the left hand is doing.” In 
emphasizing communication amongst internal stakeholders, Fundraiser 8 focused on who they 
are serving: “It’s being in sync with our senior leadership team and messaging this is what our 
need is. I understand where you believe we may need something, but we’re here for the student-
athletes and putting it back to the student-athletes.” This also demonstrated the power student-
athletes have as a stakeholder group in the fundraising process. 
Fundraiser 10 synthesized the value that comes amongst the three focal points of a 
successful partnership between athletics and advancement: 
That has been a big point for us because as we’ve gotten better in our relationship with 
the foundation, that has been a huge piece of it. They’re missing so much of our 
information because we haven’t been putting it in. We’re making up ground right now 
with a lot of donors because there is no written history of what that relationship has been. 
The successes that came about from a positive relationship are not solely about working hand-in-
hand or utilizing the foundation resources. The effectiveness of this strategy came in the 
blending of all components. 
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Investment in Fundraising 
An investment in fundraising is a direct way to combat one of the biggest challenges the 
group of fundraisers I spoke with faced. Nine fundraisers had 19 mentions of investments in 
athletics fundraising that they have been able to utilize as a strategy (see Table 4). Additionally, 
two fundraisers noted institutional leadership as the stakeholder that had the greatest impact on 
their fundraising decisions (see Table 5).  
To be successful, the investment in fundraising has to start on the athletic department 
level. Fundraiser 14 said: “You have to have that buy in from the coaches, from the AD and 
knowing that everyone is on the same page.” Another essential component is having athletic 
director involvement. This was not a question I asked in every interview, but as the 
conversations progressed, I started to ask that question more. Fundraiser 7 told me: “The way 
college athletics are, your athletic director needs to be a key guy. He needs to be a guy that will 
be with you non-stop.” 
I asked Fundraiser 4 about the involvement his athletics director has in the fundraising 
process, and he shared: 
He actually really does a majority of the major gifts. If there is a major gift, he is going to 
be present. It’s definitely beneficial because at the end of the day, he is the decision 
maker. People are going to be making a significant financial investment want to feel good 
about it and the person who is making the decision is someone they trust. That only helps. 
I think that when you first approach a constituent and get to know them and build a 
relationship maybe that is not the first meeting unless they are really showing interest that 
you bring them along. But especially when it comes down to an ask, it’s really great to 
have that presence. 
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Some fundraisers said that they wished their athletics director were more involved in the 
fundraising process, as was illustrated earlier in the challenges section. Meanwhile, not one told 
me they wished the opposite – that their AD would be more hands off in the fundraising. This is 
because athletic directors are the greatest source of legitimacy in an athletics department. 
 It is still important for institutions and athletic departments to recognize the value in 
fundraising and fund the positions appropriately. Fundraiser 5 said: 
For example, we have one main fundraiser for philanthropy for athletics and that’s me. 
To be able to fund the operation of that where if I need to hop on a plane and go to 
Phoenix to talk to an alum, I need to be able to do that. And they do. 
In fact, Fundraiser 10 had his position created because their institution recognized the value in 
having additional development officers: “My position was created because we saw the state cuts 
coming. That’s why they were willing to do it.”  
 The university and institution can also show an investment by being a visible front for 
athletics. Fundraiser 4 told me:  
The institution is very supportive of athletics. Not only fiscally but also just in their 
presence and their promotion of the university in general making sure athletics does have 
a presence. As far as fundraising, they’re very supportive in that our president is there if 
any donor is wanting to make a significant gift to be there to talk through that. 
Fundraiser 11 saw similar value in that, “"Having an energetic athletic director that is visible and 
tangible that gets out there in the community and a president that does the same thing, has a 
trickle down effect." 
Winning 
 The data demonstrated that winning teams could have a direct impact on athletics  
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fundraising. As mentioned earlier in the challenges section, winning is not a cure-all for 
fundraisers. However, more than half of the interviewees with whom I spoke (eight total) said 
that wins either enhanced their fundraising program or served as an entryway to donor 
engagement. 
 Fundraiser 4 works for an athletic program that has seen a continued rise in on-field 
athletic success. Of the athletic departments featured in this study, their institution had the fifth 
highest three-year average in the Learfield Director’s Cup. When I asked why donors might 
support their athletic department, he told me: 
I think part of it is because we’re successful. I think that’s a big part of it. If you just have 
good GPAs and good community service, people like that, but I don’t think they’re going 
to necessarily be compelled to give. If you’re successful and can have those other things 
too and prove that students can co-exist as students and athletes and that it’s good for the 
community. They feel the benefit. 
Likewise, for Fundraiser 5, winning was not the sole reason why their donors gave, but it does 
have an impact at his institution. He said: “People like to support a winner. I do think that 
winning has a direct correlation. I think it depends on the program and the coach, but I do think 
that it does have a correlation in Division II.” Winning can create legitimacy for fundraisers. 
Wins in major sports matter as well, as Fundraiser 12 noted: “If you’re winning in men’s and 
women’s basketball and football, you’re going to move the needle.” 
 In situations where the wins do not directly correlate to increased donations, winning can 
still serve as a way for fundraisers to make a point of contact with a donor. Fundraiser 14 has 
been in the field for 14 years, and he said about winning: “It’s an easier phone call.” 
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Additionally, in a crowded sports market, winning becomes an even bigger entryway to engaging 
donors, as Fundraiser 4 shared: 
There are a lot of things on TV – a lot of distractions. Very few people want to spend that 
time just because it’s their alma mater – just because it’s the school that’s close. They 
would much rather sit at home and cheer for a team that they feel is going to win or travel 
that extra distance to a larger stadium than spend their time with a team that’s not 
winning. Winning is huge. It re-engages a lot of people. 
Fundraiser 10 corroborated Fundraiser 4’s beliefs: 
At the end of the day, a big win is going to give me an entry point. If we hit a buzzer 
beater tonight, I’m going to text 10 different people that says make sure you check out 
Facebook tomorrow. Sorry you couldn’t be here but hope to get you and the family back 
soon. I’d love to tell you that I don’t rely on wins and losses at all, but a lot of it for a 
point of contact can be awesome. 
Donor Education 
 An essential part of the donor engagement process in athletics fundraising is development 
officers continuously informing and educating their donors. It is not telling stakeholders what to 
do with their resources – rather, it is more about educating them on the impact and value a gift 
has on an athletic program and making sure stakeholders are kept informed about athletic 
department ongoing activities, as is appropriate. The educational piece can begin when 
stakeholders first step onto campus as student-athletes as well. In total, six fundraisers noted this 
strategy to me. The theme came up eight times during my conversations (see Table 4). 
 The donor education process begins with fundraisers explaining their purpose to all 
stakeholders. Fundraiser 7 explained: “For us, we try to make sure that our fan base and our 
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constituents know why we’re here and what our mission is.” A few other development officers 
spoke to the strategy of keeping their donors in the know, such as Fundraiser 6: “It’s just trying 
to keep them always informed of what’s going on.” In addition, Fundraiser 12 elaborated: 
I think those that are engaged with your university feel like they’re getting inside 
information, if you will. Again, you’re not going to give things away, but if they feel like 
they’re in the know, they feel special. They feel like hey I know what’s going on. I think 
people like to feel like they’ve been treated special. They feel like they’re connected and 
you’re talking to them about what’s going on. They can go tell their friend I heard this is 
going on. That makes them feel important. 
Certainly the level of information communicated to stakeholders of power will depend on the 
athletic department and its culture. By informing and educating, fundraisers are showcasing the 
legitimacy they have.  
 Part of the donor education piece is also explaining the need for a stakeholder’s gift. 
Fundraiser 14 talked about this strategy: 
Just for instance, when I first got here, football was only getting a certain amount of 
scholarships. They didn’t have a recruiting budget. Salaries were lacking. With their 
success, their salaries got bumped. Scholarships are almost at the full level. We fundraise 
for four or five (scholarships), but before it was bare bones. Now they have resources that 
they can use. They have a recruiting budget. They have more supplies and equipment. 
They have more resources to do what they need to compete at a high level. 
Explaining the importance of philanthropy to future stakeholder groups is also important. 
Development officers and athletics departments can place an emphasis on educating student-
athletes about the importance of philanthropy. I asked Fundraiser 7 about his approach: “I’ll go 
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into every team and talk to them that somebody came before you to help provide the opportunity 
to help you have this athletic and academic experience right now that you’re partaking in.” 
Other fundraisers even encouraged current student-athletes to give now. When I asked 
Fundraiser 9 how they educated their student-athletes on the importance of giving back, she told 
me: 
On our day of giving, we had all of our student-athletes give a dollar because we were 
raising money for their student-athlete banquet. We’re trying to educate them and get 
them used to that, so that way when we ask in three to 10 years, it’s not this weird, 
foreign thing. 
Fundraiser 11 said his institution follows similar practices: 
We work hard to educate our athletes and all of our students that the money that you’re 
getting generally is gifted from somebody. Somebody came to school here and created a 
gift, an endowed scholarship, and put it there. That’s where your gift is. The university 
doesn’t have this money they’re throwing around. These are private gifts, so we 
encourage our student-athletes and students across campus to start giving now. 
Even if it is just one dollar, by building philanthropic habits and tendencies in current students 
and future stakeholders, fundraisers can position their athletic departments better for future 
donations. 
Selling Division II 
 In many cases, fundraising for a Division II athletics program can present challenges. 
However, one strategy that development officers have found effective lied in that challenge – 
selling the Division II philosophy and values. Division II is unique, but it is something 
stakeholders appreciate. Five fundraisers mentioned this strategy to me. 
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 I asked each fundraiser why their donors support their athletic department. A few of them 
spoke to their stakeholders’ belief in Division II. Fundraiser 2 said: “I think the biggest, and of 
the reasons I like Division II the best, is because it truly is about the student-athletes.” Fundraiser 
3, concurred: “I think that the donors I work with are involved at the Division II level because 
they want to see individuals succeed, not only athletically but academically.” 
 Additionally, Division II athletic programs are frequently the only Division II institution 
within a university system. For example, I completed my undergraduate education at the 
University of Nebraska at Kearney, a Division II school that is a part of the University of 
Nebraska system. The other two universities in the system (at Lincoln and at Omaha) were both 
Division I institutions. Having a feature that differentiates their school and athletics departments 
helps fundraisers when creating a unique narrative for their program. I asked Fundraiser 8 the 
same question about why their donors support their athletic programs, and she related: 
I would say one reason is because we’re the only Division II school in the system. We 
separate ourselves in that. I think our donors like that we do that. We kind of live off of 
that ethos – that we’re the only Division II school. I’d also say that the donors that give 
back annually understand the importance of philanthropic giving.  
A further strategy for fundraisers is to emphasize the value that a gift to a Division II athletics 
program can have, compared to how that gift would impact a Division I athletics department. 
Fundraiser 4 told me how he viewed that type of situation: 
I think that is an advantage, too, is that the gifts can go a lot further. If we’re sitting there 
in 20 years thinking of where we’d like to give, one aspect that is going to make a 
difference is I know my gift is going to go further (at the Division II school). They can do 
more with it and they need it more, honestly.  
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Additional Strategies 
 There were other strategies that also emerged through the data that athletic fundraisers 
found to be beneficial. These factors were just not noted as frequently as the ones mentioned 
earlier. The first noteworthy other factor revolved around the role technology has played in 
increasing the variety of ways people can give. In particular, crowd funding platforms and 
electronic giving has altered the way fundraisers can approach small campaigns. Three 
fundraisers mentioned this strategy. Fundraiser 4 said: “Mediums continue to expand. There’s 
television, (people) have so much socially. It’s not just putting things in the newspaper and 
sending out a mailing anymore. People are texting for gifts now.” Fundraiser 13 has noticed 
similar trends: “This last year, we really pushed this crowd-sourcing platform. That really 
spirited a great growth in dollars and number of alumni participating.” 
 Another unique strategy that was noted revolved around creating a positive fan 
experience. Fundraiser 10 also has game operation duties incorporated into his job 
responsibilities, and he noted the importance that can have on creating future donors: 
When a family comes in, they have a good time, they enjoyed it, the kids had a ball and 
then hopefully at some point they had some kind of an engagement with one of my 
student workers, the ticketing person – and they come back. When they become more of 
a frequent face, that’s where the conversation starts of how did you guys get introduced 
to athletics here. 
An added benefit to Division II, resulting in a potential strategy, centered around the tax changes 
to transactional-based gifts. Because of the limited amount of transactional giving, this can give 
Division II schools an edge when competing for gifts against Division I programs. Fundraiser 4 
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said: “The tax laws have benefitted our institution because of those types of households that 
maybe one spouse went here and one spouse went to a Division I school.”  
 
To summarize, the most effective strategies that athletic fundraisers employed at the 
NCAA Division II level centered on the fundraiser’s ability to utilize and leverage stakeholders. 
Three important stakeholder claims were established in regards to athletics fundraising: donors 
have power, coaches have legitimacy, and the university and institutional leadership have 
urgency. It should be noted that other stakeholders could of course take on different claims as per 
stakeholder theory (i.e., a donor could develop legitimacy amongst their donor peers or a 
fundraiser could adopt legitimacy and urgency).  
 The key findings regarding strategies focused on recognizing the types of claims that 
stakeholders have and taking of advantage of those. For instance, it was clear that fundraisers 
should align themselves with coaches in order to take advantage of their legitimacy and best 
identify program needs that they can go fundraise for. It was important for fundraisers to operate 
with a sense of urgency when building and growing a donor base. 
 Lastly, in regards to stakeholder theory, fundraisers must identify opportunities for 
cohesion and collaboration across campus in order to maximize fundraising potential. For 
example, a fundraiser should strategize with a foundation office when developing a fundraising 
plan because of the legitimacy that comes about from the foundation’s tools and expertise. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
 
The purpose of this exploratory study was to identify the major challenges that 
individuals who fundraise for NCAA Division II athletic departments face as well as the 
strategies that are being used to overcome those challenges. This study tried to a find a better 
understanding of how stakeholders were involved through the claims of power, urgency, and 
legitimacy and the impact they have in the athletics fundraising process and experience (Mitchell 
et al., 1997). This study examined that phenomenon by approaching the topic through the lens of 
stakeholder theory. 
 
Challenges Facing Division II Athletics Fundraisers 
 Research Question 1 asked: What are the main challenges development officers and other 
athletics fundraisers face in the process of athletics fundraising at NCAA Division II institutions? 
The overarching theme surrounding the challenges that athletics development officers 
faced at the NCAA Division II level was the fact that several of them were uncontrollable to the 
actual fundraiser. For instance, a development officer has no control over what other 
philanthropic opportunities may be nearby, such as a Division I athletic program. Additionally, 
the investment that is made in athletics fundraising is determined by the university itself. 
Athletics departments can have some input in showcasing the need for the position and budget to 
fundraise. However, the final decision on the financial investment to athletics fundraising is not 
set forth by the fundraiser. Much of the literature overall has focused on athletics fundraising in 
the Division I environment, where fundraisers are given the resources they need to succeed 
(Covell, 2005; Shapiro & Ridinger, 2011; Popp et al., 2016). While studies have focused on 
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Division III fundraising and the associated landscape (Staurowsky et al., 1996; Plinske, 2000), 
there has not been a focus placed on the financial investment that Division II athletics 
fundraising receives. Again, Division II is in a unique position because of the scholarship 
component that must be fundraised, while Division III does not provide scholarships to student-
athletes. Therefore, Division III fundraisers do not have to necessarily operate under the same 
urgency as Division II fundraisers do. 
Coming into this study, I expected the university’s foundation office to be the biggest 
barrier to successful athletics fundraising. However, the top two identified themes (institutional 
factors and investment in fundraising) show that it is a different internal stakeholder – the 
institution itself – which presents the strongest challenge. This could be the case for a few 
reasons. The institutional investment made in athletics fundraising is uncontrollable to the 
fundraiser, by and large. The athletics department and fundraisers can express need for additional 
support, but it presents challenges if the university leadership does not view athletics fundraising 
as a priority. Additionally, the institution’s history is established. A fundraiser in the present has 
no say or influence on decisions that were made in the university’s history in years prior to his or 
her employment. Or, if a university has a small donor base with a limited capacity to give, 
characteristics a teaching university might demonstrate, it can present additional obstacles for the 
fundraiser because of the institution’s composition. As the data showed, the institution can be a 
stakeholder with power, urgency, and legitimacy, and the university can often reflect all three of 
those simultaneously. This dynamic can cause uncontrollable factors for the athletics fundraisers. 
The ability to provide proper stewardship is an important part of the fundraising cycle 
(Shapiro, 2010). There has been extensive literature on donor relations, behavior, and 
motivations (Mahony et al., 2003; Popp et al., 2016; Shapiro et al., 2010; Wanless et al., 2017). 
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Due to the fact that fundraising staffs at the Division II level are limited in size and that most 
fundraisers have other job responsibilities, such as fundraising for another unit on campus or 
overseeing corporate sponsorships, fundraisers may not have time to tend to all of their donor 
needs. This can harm a fundraiser’s urgency and legitimacy as a stakeholder in an organization. 
Furthermore, because of the broad job descriptions that fundraisers in Division II have, they may 
not be able to even meet with their athletic department’s entire donor base. Popp et al. (2016) 
noted the transactional-based side of athletics fundraising (i.e., for season tickets). At large 
Division I schools, this can result in several gifts while not requiring the same legwork that a 
Division II fundraiser must put in for a similar gift that is not attached to a season ticket seating 
assignment. 
 Another novelty identified in the literature was the role that winning athletic teams have 
on the success of fundraising. Stinson & Howard (2004, 2007, 2008) found that there is a direct 
correlation between the two. However, at the Division II level, that was not the case as much, at 
least for a direct correlation. I spoke with fundraisers at athletic programs with great on-field 
success and limited on-field success. Individuals from both sides of the success spectrum 
expressed to me that winning did not increase their ability to fundraise. Winning is also an 
uncontrollable factor for the fundraiser (Plinske, 2000). Because Division II takes a more holistic 
approach to intercollegiate athletics, the emphasis at that level is placed on finding balance 
between the academic and athletics side. While winning is important in Division II, it is not the 
be-all goal that some Division I athletic departments aspire to be. This is likely why winning 
does not always correlate to additional donations. 
 Changes to higher education was a theme that emerged through the data, and this was the 
most surprising challenge that showed. Over the past 20-30 years, the cost of tuition has 
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increased significantly (Martin, 2017). Half of the fundraisers I spoke with noted this challenge. 
While Division I college athletics has seen significant scandals involving federal charges across 
its landscape (Forde, Thamel, & Wetzel, 2018; Wetzel, 2019), Division II has remained largely 
unscathed. However, the perception of the darker side of college athletics is still applied to 
Division II, even if there is no substantiating it. Given the nature of the scandals facing Division 
I involving high-profile coaches, if donors perceive there to be issues in college athletics overall, 
even at Division II institutions, it can have an impact on the fundraisers and coaches when they 
are engaged in fundraising activities. That perception can negatively hamper the legitimacy of 
each of those parties. Overall, this was a fascinating discovery. 
 What was most interesting about the challenges athletics fundraisers faced was the 
involvement of the university itself. The institution is a stakeholder with power, urgency, and 
legitimacy. Two of the fundraisers I talked to noted the university as being the stakeholder with 
the greatest influence. The data showed that a university’s actions, whether it is not investing in 
fundraising and funding the development officer positions appropriately or raising tuition and 
increasing an admission standard, have a direct impact on an athletics department’s ability to 
engage in successful fundraising. As stated earlier, much of the literature has focused on internal 
factors for mitigating challenges such as providing quality customer service to donors (Shapiro, 
2010) or understanding donor motivations (Staurowsky et al., 1996). Because the literature 
focused primarily on fundraising at Division I institutions with abundant resources, there has not 
been as much focus on the fundraisers mere ability to do their job. The data from the current 
study showed a need for fundraisers at the Division II level to effectively and efficiently perform 
the duties of their job, and these factors include having the resources to effectively cultivate, 
solicit, and steward their donors and having a large enough staff to engage with an athletic 
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department’s entire donor base. This theme helped to distinguish Division II athletics fundraising 
from Division I. 
Strategies Division II Athletics Fundraisers 
 Research Question 2 asked: What strategies are employed by development officers and 
athletics fundraisers to address the challenges they face in raising funds for DII athletics 
departments? 
While the third research question will take a much greater look into the role that 
stakeholders play in the athletic fundraising process, the utilization of stakeholders was the most 
widely implemented strategy by the athletic fundraisers interviewed in this study. Three 
stakeholder groups were identified when it came to developing strategies: coaches, student-
athletes, and donors. What was most surprising was how a substantial amount of literature has 
focused on stakeholder and donor groups relating to the impact gender has in athletics 
fundraising (Shapiro & Ridinger, 2011; Staurowsky, 1996; Tsiotsou, 2006). Yet, the fundraisers 
I spoke with did not mention the role gender played in the fundraising process over the course of 
my interviews. This was surprising because Staurowsky (1996) and Tsiotsou (2006) both noted 
that female donors were more motivated by philanthropic factors and less so by transactional-
based gifts. This was noteworthy because the motivations for female donors coincided with the 
Division II athletics fundraising landscape.  
Significant strategies noted in the literature showed the importance of having a strategic 
fundraising plan. Boenigk & Scherhag (2013) placed an emphasis on the prioritization of donors 
in developing a fundraising process. Additionally, there is an importance placed in the literature 
on strategic planning and sharing that vision with key stakeholders (Walker, 2015; Wanless et 
al., 2017). Similarly, the findings of the current study showed the need for departments to have a 
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strategic, robust fundraising plan that can extend beyond just the fundraising activities. Popp et 
al. (2016) explored the age at which a fan becomes associated with a team and the impact that 
has on their donor behavior. Similarly, it was noted in the findings how the fan experience can 
play a role in developing new donors and engaging other constituents. 
Part of that plan included identifying donor interests and having a strong understanding 
of their motivations. This strategy was in line with the theme of donor behavior and motivation 
that was identified in the literature (Ko et al., 2014; Staurowsky et al., 1996; Tsiotsou, 2007). At 
the Division II level, there is less focus placed on transactional-based giving in comparison to 
Division I programs, as donations are not tied to seating and ticketing allocations as frequently at 
the Division II level. Transactional-based giving still occurs, as some of the fundraisers noted in 
our interviews, but there is not the same reliance for those gifts in Division II. As development 
officers engage in altruistic-based philanthropy, having an understanding of constituents’ 
interests and motivations will aid in their fundraising success.   
In the same respect that a poor relationship between an athletics department and 
foundation can create challenges, a positive relationship can make all the difference (Plinske, 
2000). Athletics fundraisers should focus on building communication and collaboration with a 
central advancement unit. This was a theme that emerged through the findings. Foundation 
offices are stakeholders with legitimacy, as they have a plethora of resources that athletic 
fundraisers can take advantage of, particularly those that are not employed directly by the 
foundation.  
The effect that winning teams have on athletics fundraising was the most prevalent theme 
in the literature. In regards to stakeholder theory, Covell (2005) discovered that the stakeholder 
group consisting of donors was not deterred by negative on-field results. The data from the 
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current study corroborated the literature in that there are mixed results when it comes to winning 
and increased athletic donations (Martinez et al., 2010; Stinson & Howard, 2008; Walker, 2015). 
The findings showed that winning can have a positive effect on athletics fundraising, but it could 
not be confirmed that winning provided additional legitimacy to all fundraisers. Winning is 
ultimately a situational factor, dependent upon athletic history at an institution and the value 
placed on winning by external stakeholders. More likely, fundraisers can use successful athletics 
teams and winning as an entryway to connect with and engage a donor.  
Three themes were identified through the findings as both a challenge and a strategy: the 
relationship between athletics and the foundation, an investment in fundraising, and the success 
of athletic teams (or winning). All three factors are for the most part uncontrollable by the 
fundraiser. The first two centered around university alignment. In order to achieve the greatest 
success in athletics fundraising, the institution must be a willing partner. If they are, it can 
eliminate a number of the significant challenges that fundraisers face.  
Division II schools are typically smaller in size. The average enrollment for the 14 
schools included in this study was just over 11,000. On smaller campuses, with fewer students 
and less employees, it is possible for athletics departments and fundraisers to build those 
relationships across campus. Legitimacy is a strategy that can be utilized to demonstrate 
departmental knowledge, such as what occurs within an athletic department and what athletics 
can provide to a campus. By utilizing their legitimacy, fundraisers can develop urgency amongst 
other university stakeholders to further demonstrate their needs (i.e., the need to have the ability 
to fundraise for scholarships, not simply budget items). In particular, this study extends the 
literature by identifying the challenges and strategies that athletic fundraisers deal with that occur 
outside of the athletics environment.  
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One of the objectives of the sampling procedure for this study was to develop a 
maximum variation sampling, which is why schools across the country were included, 
enrollment figures were so different, and why athletic programs had varying levels of on-field 
success. Throughout the findings I tried to look for differences between the challenges and 
strategies those schools faced, but given the fact that each institution was in it’s own unique 
situation, I did not see any differences.   
Stakeholder Involvement in Division II Athletics Fundraising 
Research Question 3 asked: How do power, urgency, and legitimacy of stakeholders 
guide and shape athletics fundraising efforts at DII institutions? 
Stakeholders are an essential part of any organization. The role that stakeholders play was 
identified by the current study’s participants as the greatest avenue to success. For this purpose, 
stakeholders came in two forms. Perspectives on one stakeholder group, donors, were consistent 
with the literature. A stakeholder who is a donor can be a former student-athlete, an individual 
who is a non-athletic alumni, or a friend of the university. All of those attributes are variable 
factors that influence a donor’s behavior and motivation (Baade & Suundberg, 1996; Shapiro et 
al., 2010). It should come as no surprise that donors proved to be the most powerful stakeholder 
group.  
Another stakeholder that emerged through the data was coaches. The data showed that 
coaches are stakeholders with legitimacy, not urgency. This group of stakeholders has the 
knowledge base of what their sport program and team needs in order to maximize their potential. 
This could be scholarships, additional recruiting budget dollars, and supplies and equipment. 
Thus, it is paramount for fundraisers to develop relationships with their coaching staffs so that 
when they are visiting with other stakeholder groups (i.e., donors) they can most knowledgably 
	97 
speak to the individual program needs. Initially, I expected coaches to be stakeholders with 
urgency because of their need to see projects or initiatives funded in a timely manner. Viewing 
coaches as sources of legitimacy is not a strategy that needs to be limited to Division II, though. 
The principles applied in the strategy of the role that coaches play are the same whether a 
fundraiser is at a Division I, II, or III school. 
Coaches can have a negative influence on fundraisers as well. For example, in this study, 
11 of the 14 institutions profiled sponsored football. It is not outside the realm of possibility that 
football coaches could view their programs as having the most legitimacy, as they likely bring in 
the most revenue to their athletic department, even at the Division II level. Coaches who 
perceive themselves to have too much legitimacy can transition into stakeholders with power. 
This can create challenges for the fundraiser, especially in athletics departments where there is 
only one individual who is responsible for fundraising for all sport programs. The power of 
coaches is demonstrated in the literature, particularly in relation to donor groups. Supporters of 
programs appreciate the connection they can develop with coaches (Popp et al., 2016; Shapiro & 
Ridinger, 2011; Wanless et al., 2017). This allows coaches to leverage the legitimacy they have 
with their donor groups. However, if coaches develop too much power, they can develop their 
own agendas and create challenges for the fundraiser. 
The final stakeholder group that was identified in the data was the university and 
institutional leadership, who are stakeholders with urgency. Only two fundraisers noted the 
influence these stakeholders have. Despite this stakeholder group not being as prevalent in the 
data, their influence in fundraising decisions should not be discounted. While the institution can 
be an inhibitor or enabler to an athletic department’s ability to engage in successful athletic 
fundraising, the overall urgency the institutional leadership has varies from place to place. This 
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could be the case due to the lack of interaction and discussion on the issues between the 
fundraisers and university administration on a day-to-day basis. It is the athletic director who 
reports to the university president and is involved in those daily conversations and not the 
athletics fundraiser. 
The two athletics departments whose fundraisers noted that the institution has urgency 
and the most influence upon their athletic fundraising decisions have some similarities. Both are 
in the same general geographic part of the country and have each seen substantial on-field 
athletic success. The primary difference is in the enrollment of the universities, as one institution 
has about 10,000 more students than the other. One of the fundraisers described the institution as 
the most influential stakeholder because of how it drives admission requirements, which impacts 
student-athletes. The fundraiser also noted how tuition increases have an effect on their 
fundraising decisions, which can alter the urgency of fundraising and the fundraiser’s legitimacy. 
Meanwhile, a different fundraiser talked about the pressure the foundation faced from the 
university to raise certain dollars in a finite amount of time. That also demonstrated how the 
university has urgency as a stakeholder.  
Theoretical Implications 
The purpose of this study was to identify the major challenges that athletics fundraisers 
face in the NCAA Division II landscape and the strategies they use to combat those challenges 
by examining the field through the lens of stakeholder theory. Developed by Freeman (1984), 
stakeholder theory focuses on the belief that an organization’s stakeholders are paramount to the 
organization and that the organization must account for all stakeholders. Mitchel et al. (1997) 
categorized stakeholders into one of three classifications: power, urgency, and legitimacy. 
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This study adapted the athletic fundraising process into a stakeholder lens. Each party 
involved was assigned a claim to stakeholder theory. Donors are stakeholders with power, 
coaches have legitimacy, and university administrators have urgency. An athletic fundraiser’s 
ability to effectively manage stakeholders is essential part of successfully doing his or her job. 
As they build relationships with their coaches and donors, they are integrating stakeholder theory 
into their day-to-day work.  
As limited research had been conducted examining athletics fundraising through a lens of 
stakeholder theory, this study was exploratory in nature from a theoretical standpoint. This study 
brought the concept of stakeholder theory, which stems from the field of strategic management, 
to the forefront of athletics fundraising. This study utilized stakeholder theory in a new context, 
with the findings demonstrating that stakeholder theory is an appropriate channel to analyze 
athletics fundraising.  
By examining the challenges and strategies in the Division II athletics fundraising 
environment, the beginnings of a conceptual understanding was established through 
identification of stakeholder theory claims (power, urgency, and legitimacy) mapped onto 
athletics department stakeholders. Athletics departments have several internal and external 
stakeholders. Internal stakeholders can include coaches, fundraisers, foundation employees, and 
university administrators, meanwhile, external stakeholders are comprised of donors, alumni, and 
former student-athletes. All stakeholder groups can have varying degrees of each claim. Any 
individual or group involved in affecting the goals of the athletic department is a stakeholder 
(Freeman, 1984). 
Power, as argued by Mitchell et al. (1997), creates influence that a stakeholder has over 
an organization. In the athletics fundraising context at the Division II level, donors are the 
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stakeholder group that comes to forefront when it comes to power. In philanthropy, individuals 
will always be in a power position given that they have the resource that the organization needs. 
Other stakeholders such as coaches, athletics directors, and university administrators can also 
possess power as they exert their will to enact or prevent change (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1974) 
Legitimacy can be established as a stakeholder develops a legitimate standing in an 
organization or builds a legitimate claim within the organization (Mitchell et al., 1997). The 
findings demonstrated from a theoretical standpoint that the claim of legitimacy is at the center 
of stakeholder theory in athletics fundraising context. Fundraisers must develop legitimacy with 
all stakeholders involved in order to boost credibility and develop trust with their constituents 
and colleagues. 
Urgency factors into stakeholder theory when a relationship or situation is time-sensitive 
or if a relationship is critical to the stakeholder. Of the three claims to stakeholder theory, 
urgency was the most difficult to establish in the athletics fundraising setting. Fundraisers are 
operating with a sense of urgency to secure donations. Coaches are operating with urgency to 
win. Universities have urgency to see initiatives through. However, through the findings of the 
study it was best determined that the institution/university is the stakeholder with the greatest 
claim to urgency. 
Practical Implications 
 There are challenges to athletics fundraising this study explored that are uncontrollable to 
the fundraiser, such as winning and university climate. However, the way in which they manage 
and build relationships with the various stakeholder groups has shown to be an effective strategy 
for enhancing athletics fundraising. In particular, athletic fundraisers can develop stronger 
rapport with their coaches, who are stakeholders with great legitimacy. It can be expected that 
	101 
they are developing strong relationships with their donors, but there should also be a strong focus 
placed on the fundraiser-coach relationship. This allows fundraisers to best identify program 
needs, which will allow for an easier matching of donors interests. 
 While it has not been talked about, in the athletic department organizational structure, the 
fundraisers themselves are also stakeholders. Because of their position as a relationship builder 
and gatekeeper of information, they are stakeholders with legitimacy. They can apply 
stakeholder theory when approaching their job by using their knowledge base to inform and 
educate donors. Additionally, they can leverage their stakeholder position with their coaches in 
order to identify additional donors (i.e., friends of a sport program) that they may otherwise be 
unaware of. 
 It is important for athletics fundraisers, particularly those whose offices are in the 
athletics department or who do not report to anyone in the foundation, to develop consistent 
communications and meeting times with the foundation staff. The same can be said for athletics 
directors. As was evidenced in the findings, there are a variety of resources that the foundation 
has at its disposal that can enhance an athletic fundraiser’s ability to do his or her job. By 
partnering and collaborating with the foundation, instead of working in opposition, athletic 
fundraisers can identify and engage with additional donors, have more accurate donor 
information, and potentially even distribute some of the workload (i.e., gift processing and end-
of-year gift receipts) which would be of benefit to small athletics fundraising staffs. 
 Another managerial implication derived from this study is the way in which fundraisers 
can leverage stakeholders, particularly donors, for more than just gifts. The data showed that all 
stakeholders can, dependent upon the situation, have legitimacy. Donors, alumni, and former 
student-athletes can have legitimacy amongst one another. Multiple fundraisers noted to me how 
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if a fundraising message was coming from a teammate or friend, it had a more profound effect 
because it was not coming from the institution. In this context, the athletics fundraiser is part of 
the institution. It may benefit athletics departments and athletics fundraisers to establish an 
athletics council or alumni board in order to develop legitimacy and trust amongst their 
stakeholder groups with power. This council would aid in the fundraising efforts for the athletics 
department, similar to how other not-for-profit organizations operate. Non-profit are often 
structured with board of directors who aid in the fundraising process. The same principle could 
be applied to an athletics setting. 
 Of particular note for this study, athletics fundraisers at the Division II level can also sell 
the Division II system, its values, and how gifts can benefits these schools with a greater impact 
than a gift to a Division I school. As the findings showed, student-athletes are a highlight to 
donors and a major reason why they donate. In Division II, the student-athletes are much more 
accessible. Within NCAA compliance guidelines, fundraisers should connect the two stakeholder 
groups as often as possible. It should also be advised to practitioners to emphasize the value that 
a gift can have to a Division II program. If a donor has both Division I and II philanthropic 
interests, he or she may be more inclined to give to the Division II school if one knows and is 
aware that the gift can do more and have more meaning to the Division II school. This was 
particularly so for altruistic-based gifts. 
Assumptions, Delimitations, and Limitations 
 As with most research studies, there are assumptions, delimitations, and limitations that 
need to be accounted for. Ultimately, this was a limited sample. I spoke with an athletics 
fundraiser at approximately 10 percent of the public Division II institutions (14 out 145), and 
thus, the current study may not capture the entire breadth of challenges, strategies, and 
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stakeholder influences in the DII landscape. There was also a limitation in that the viewpoint on 
athletics fundraising was told solely through a Division II lens, and the challenges, strategies, 
and perspectives reflect that. Division I and III fundraisers were not interviewed, so therefore 
their views, thoughts, and opinions cannot be accounted for when comparing Division II to those 
levels. The comparisons that were made to those divisions were based solely off of prior 
literature. 
As this study was being constructed and formulated, assumptions had to be made. This 
study assumed that all participants were accurate and honest with their interview responses. The 
athletic fundraisers were assured confidentiality and encouraged to speak freely in the interview. 
Additionally, this study assumed that individuals with athletics fundraising job responsibilities in 
an NCAA Division II athletics department would possess the knowledge to speak to the 
challenges and solutions in the industry.  
Delimitations were also accounted for in this study. This study focused solely on athletics 
departments at public institutions in NCAA Division II. This study also purposefully selected 
participants to ensure a pool of universities represented in order to accurately represent the 
NCAA Division II landscape.  
Lastly, there were other limitations to this study. However, steps were taken in order to 
mitigate the limitations as much as possible. First, this study was limited to the perspective of the 
athletic fundraiser. Input was not solicited from coaches, donors, or other university personnel. 
Also, noteworthy was that this study might have been susceptible to researcher bias (Creswell, 
2012). In order to mitigate that, I utilized a peer debriefer and my advisor, who is a sport 
management professor with a background in not-for-profit sport and organizational change.  
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Additionally, given my background attending a Division II school for my undergraduate 
education and that I worked in Division II athletics fundraising for three years, it was possible 
that I had researcher bias. It was also possible that this study was affected by social desirability 
bias that was manifested in the participants. If participants shaped their answer dishonestly to 
satisfy what they wanted me to hear, it can affect the accuracy of the data (Creswell, 2012).  
These were factors that are a part of conducting qualitative research, but they must be accounted 
for. They were mitigated by engaging in member checking with the interview participants, 
acknowledging my researcher positionality in Chapter 3, and again utilizing a peer debriefer and 
testing study interpretations with my advisor (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 
Opportunities for Future Research 
As this was an exploratory study in nature, broad research questions were asked in order 
to establish a basis for stakeholder theory in the Division II athletics fundraising setting. 
Therefore, in order to enhance the literature in athletics fundraising at the NCAA Division II 
level and provide additional stakeholder theory implementation strategies, recommendations for 
future research have been made. 
A quantitative approach should be taken in order to better survey the challenges and 
strategies utilized across all of Division II. A limitation of this study was its small sample size. 
This recommendation would combat that limitation and provide a larger sample and help identify 
broad-based critical issues surrounding Division II athletics fundraising, and requisite strategies.  
Similar studies could also be conducted at the Division I and III levels in order to determine 
similarities and differences amongst divisions.  
A similar study could be conducted with semi-structured interviews focusing on different 
stakeholder groups in Division II. Coaches could provide insight into their involvement in 
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athletics fundraising, the legitimacy they provide, and how they view the fundraising component 
of their job. Institutional officials could also be interviewed in order to provide their perspective 
on the urgency or lack thereof surrounding athletics fundraising. Donors are another stakeholder 
group that could be interviewed. This would provide insight into the power that stakeholders 
hold and how donors can build legitimacy amongst one another. 
A case study approach or ethnographic approach could be taken in order to best identify 
the challenges and strategies at one particular institution. Interviews could occur with internal 
stakeholders such as fundraisers, coaches, and university administrators. Surveys could also be 
sent to donors in order to determine why they do or do not give to athletics. By focusing on one 
particular institution, more specific nuances can be identified along with in-depth perspectives on 
the unique challenges and strategies at the profiled athletics department. This could be highly 
relevant for peer institutions or universities with similar features (i.e., lack of athletics success or 
history of organizational change). 
Future studies could also explore to greater detail the role stakeholder theory plays in 
athletics fundraising. These studies could work to better establish the claims of power, urgency, 
and legitimacy for stakeholders involved in athletic fundraising. A quantitative study could be 
implemented, surveying donors, fundraisers, and administrators to connect stakeholder power, 
urgency, and legitimacy to influences on fundraising efforts. 
Conclusion 
This study aimed to identify the challenges that NCAA Division II athletics fundraisers 
face and the strategies they utilize to overcome those said challenges. Across the country, state 
aid to higher education has continued to decrease. One viable way for athletic programs to 
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supplement these cuts is to increase revenue. Athletics fundraising was identified as the primary 
revenue stream to combat the shrinking allocations of state support amongst public universities.  
In addition to serving as a means to meet department budgets, athletics fundraising adds 
to the scholarship pool schools can offer, supports capital projects, and provides enhancements to 
sport programs. Athletics fundraising can create a competitive edge for programs. While 
Division II placed a heavy focus on the student and academics side of collegiate athletics, there 
is no doubt that winning is still an important factor.  
As this study showed, stakeholder management is an essential part of successful athletics 
fundraising. Development officers must identify the various stakeholders of all claims (power, 
urgency, and legitimacy) and leverage them to their benefit. Fundraisers must do more than 
simply build relationships with whom they work. To maximize their athletics department’s 
potential from a fundraising standpoint, they must give priority to all competing stakeholder 
claims. By adopting stakeholder management practices when it comes to fundraising, athletics 
directors, coaches, and fundraisers can give their athletics department a competitive edge. 
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APPENDIX B: INITIAL RECRUITMENT EMAIL 
 
Dear Fundraiser: 
  
Fundraising is an essential component for the sustained operations of NCAA athletic 
departments across all divisions. Individuals engaging in fundraising activities play a critical and 
significant role for these programs. However, little research has been done on the challenges and 
opportunities that fundraisers in the Division II environment face. 
  
As an active professional in the athletics fundraising field at the Division II level, we are writing 
to ask that you volunteer 30-60 minutes of your time to take part in a personal interview 
either by telephone or Skype with a member of our research team. Your participation will 
help us gain insight into the challenges you face in your fundraising role, and the strategies you 
are using to overcome these challenges. 
  
If you are interested in taking part in this important study, please reply to ahanson5@illinois.edu, 
and we will set up a convenient time for the interview to take place. 
  
While there are no direct benefits to you for participating in this study, your involvement may 
help add to the understanding of the challenges faced when fundraising for a Division II athletics 
department and the tactics and strategies used to combat said obstacles. You may be able to 
directly apply the results of this study in you own work. You will also receive a copy of the final 
study report containing a summary of the findings. 
  
We appreciate your time and interest in serving the industry. We look forward to hearing from 
you. 
  
All the best, 
  
Andrew 
 
Andrew Hanson     Dr. Jon Welty Peachey 
Project Director/Graduate Student   Associate Professor 
Department of Recreation, Sport & Tourism  Department of Recreation, Sport & Tourism 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign  University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
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APPENDIX C: FOLLOW-UP RECRUITMENT EMAIL 
 
Dear Fundraiser: 
 
About a week-and-a-half ago we reached out to you regarding a thesis project examining 
athletics fundraising at the NCAA Division II level. As of today, we have not heard back, so we 
are reaching out again to see if you would be interested in participating in this study. These 
interviews are of significant importance and usefulness for this study.  
 
We understand how busy you are during this fall season, and your consideration is greatly 
appreciated.  
 
All the best, 
  
Andrew 
 
Andrew Hanson     Dr. Jon Welty Peachey 
Project Director/Graduate Student   Associate Professor 
Department of Recreation, Sport & Tourism  Department of Recreation, Sport & Tourism 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign  University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM 
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APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
Examining the fundraising challenges faced and strategies utilized in the NCAA Division II 
athletics landscape 
 
Interview Guide 
 
Part One: 
 
1. What is your name? 
2. What is your job title? 
3. What is your highest level of education? 
4. What is your reporting line (i.e. athletic department, foundation office)? 
5. How long have you worked in athletics fundraising? 
6. What are, if any, your job responsibilities outside of fundraising? 
 
Part Two: 
 
1. How do you or your athletic department define success in fundraising? What are your goals? 
2. Broadly speaking, what do you think are the biggest factors that lead to successful athletics 
fundraising at the Division II level? How are these factors similar or different to successful 
athletics fundraising at the Division I or III level? 
3. Still looking broadly, what do you view as the biggest challenges in athletics fundraising at the 
Division II level? How are these challenges different or similar to athletics fundraising 
challenges at a Division I or III institution? 
4. From a more narrow perspective, what are the biggest challenges when it comes to athletics 
fundraising at your particular institution? 
5. What are reasons you’ve encountered as to why donors may not give to athletics? On other 
hand, why do your donors support your student-athletes and department? 
6. What is the relationship like between the athletic department and university foundation when 
it comes to competing for donor dollars (i.e. giving to athletics vs. academics)? 
7. How does your level of institutional support impact your need to engage in fundraising 
activities? 
8. What does your athletic fundraising program entail? 
9. Are you responsible for securing corporate sponsorships? If so, how do you balance asking for 
a corporate sponsorship and possibly asking the owner or manager for a personal donation? 
10. How do you develop your fundraising strategies? Who is involved? What are the concerns? 
11. What group of stakeholders have the most influence upon your fundraising decisions and 
why? 
12. How do you balance athletic department needs and wants with donor interests? 
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APPENDIX F: CHALLENGES CODES 
 
Challenges Codes 
1. Academic interests (A) 
 
2. Athletics aren’t campus 
priority (O) 
 
3. Budget (O) 
 
4. Coaches’ engagement (O) 
 
5. Collaboration with 
foundation (A) 
 
6. Communication with 
foundation (A) 
 
7. Commuter school (O) 
 
8. Competition vs. larger 
schools (A) 
 
9. Culture of giving (A) 
 
10. Donor communication (A) 
 
11. Donor education (O) 
 
 
12. Donor engagement (A)  
 
13. Donor fatigue (A) 
 
14. Donor information (A) 
 
 
15. Foundation resources (O) 
 
16. Fundraising to meet 
budget (O) 
 
17. Growing scholarships 
dollars (A) 
 
18. High performance 
expectations (A) 
 
19. Inability to leverage wins 
(A) 
 
20. Internal communication 
(O) 
 
21. Institutional history (O) 
 
22. Institutional support (A) 
 
23. Lack of AD fundraising 
(O) 
 
24. Lack of athletics pride (A) 
 
25. Lack of athletics success 
(A) 
 
26. Need for unrestricted 
dollars (O) 
 
27. Office location (O) 
 
28. Other job responsibilities 
(A) 
 
29. Perception of higher 
education (O) 
 
30. Possessiveness of donors 
(O) 
 
31. Reliance on winning (A) 
 
32. Rising cost of education 
(O) 
 
33. Small donor base (A) 
 
34. Staffing (A) 
 
35. State of college athletics 
(O) 
 
 
 
Key: A Priori (A), Open (O) 
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APPENDIX G: STRATEGIES CODES 
 
Strategies Codes 
1. Access to foundation 
resources (O) 
 
2. Alumni word of mouth (A) 
 
3. Athletic department identity 
(A) 
 
4. Athletic department buy-in 
(A) 
 
5. Athletic director 
involvement (O) 
 
6. Building donor 
relationships (A) 
 
7. Coaches’ engagement & 
involvement (A) 
 
8. Collaboration with 
foundation (A) 
 
9. Developing annual fund (A) 
 
10. Division II values (O) 
 
11. Donor connection (A) 
 
 
12. Donor education (A) 
 
13. Donors’ power (A) 
 
14. Educating student-athletes 
on philanthropy (O) 
 
15. Engaging constituents (A) 
 
16. Keeping donors informed 
(A) 
 
17. Identifying donor interests 
(A) 
 
18. Identifying new donors 
(A) 
 
19. Identifying sport program 
needs (O) 
 
20. Impact of a gift (O) 
 
21. Institutional leadership (A) 
 
22. Institutional support (O) 
 
23. Internal communication 
(A) 
 
24. Investment in donor 
relations (A) 
 
25. Non-financial impact of 
gift (A) 
 
26. Parent involvement (A) 
 
27. Re-engagement of donors 
(A) 
 
28. Reporting structure (O) 
 
29. Updating donor base (A) 
 
30. Sharing athletic 
department story (O) 
 
31. Staffing (A) 
 
32. Strategic fundraising (A) 
 
33. Student-athlete connection 
(A) 
 
34. Student-athlete experience 
(O) 
 
35. Winning (A) 
 
36. Winning as entryway (A) 
 
 
Key: A Priori (A), Open (O) 
 
 
